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Default appearance, Custom appearance.  
Callum’s two options hovered near the top of the vanity mirror that was the primary 
feature of his customization menu. Months ago he had gotten bored of the generic empty room 
that was the default for VRN appearance menus. The default room had white walls, floors and 
ceilings that simultaneously looked immaculate and diseased. These coupled with the poor 
fluorescent lighting made Callum feel like he was awaiting a terminal diagnosis every time he 
designed his current best self.  
He eventually had forked up the money to purchase a new customization menu that 
mimicked an exotic dancer’s dressing room. Before him was a floor to ceiling mirror boasting 
the various options he had to customize his own appearance. The mirror was flanked on all sides 
by the bright yellow incandescent bulbs that bathed him in a glow which stated “drool but don’t 
touch.” Feathery, leathery, and colorful costumes were sprawled out on the floor all around him 
like the autumn of a forest full of hookers. There were counters around him on all sides that were 
overflowing with bottles of champagne, designer makeup bags, and pictures of faceless dancers 
embracing one another before their shows.  
Without much thought he selected Custom appearance. His reflection disappeared out of 
the mirror, and in its place one option labeled Species appeared. He selected human, he wasn’t a 
freak. 
  Three linear spectrums labeled Height, Build, and Gender appeared. He positioned 
himself at 6 feet tall, halfway between large and center, and halfway between masculine and 
center. After entering his selection, his reflection appeared in the mirror. He had a lot of his 
default features still, despite the taller and more muscular form. His flesh still hung from his chin 
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ever so aggravatingly, and he had a wide and square shaped head with his own boring brown 
eyes and profound nose. His skin tone was the default pale, which he quickly fixed with the help 
of additional sliders. By the time he was done fashioning himself, he was a handsome looking 
Mediterranean male with tan skin and jet black shoulder length hair with a texture only weeks 
spent on a beach could procure. His face was angular and tan, with the perfect length of stubble 
adorning his chiseled jawline.  
He lengthened and sculpted other areas before taking a moment to admire his naked 
finished product. His smile was crisp and white, and he felt an intense warmth in his chest seeing 
what he had become. He selected a random tattoo pack, and several colorful pieces materialized 
all over his body. Most of them were meaningless to him, but there was one reaching from his 
collar bone to just under his Adam’s apple that stood out. It was the Virgin Mary, palms 
outstretched and tears streaming down her face as she gazed upward at his stubble. He had no 
idea what it meant about him, but it made him look hard as hell and he absolutely adored it.  
He gave himself dark jeans of the perfectly slim cut and an indigo collared shirt with the 
sleeves rolled up in a manner that was both effortless and polished. He stretched a bit to make 
sure the clothes fit him comfortably, and then selected a pair of rugged brown boots and finalized 
his appearance.  
Two more options appeared on the mirror, Local and Virtual Reality Network Servers. He 
selected local, another easy choice. A search box appeared, and with a keyboard that appeared in 
front of him he typed in the keywords “Road Trip,” afterwards adding additional tags to his 
search such as “Romantic, Heroic, Enhanced physics.” The simulation at the top of the list had 
over 20,000 reviews, with a badge of 4.65 out of 5 stars.  
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Romantic Road trip with Bar Fight, Super Hero Physics.  
The description read: “See Beautiful Michigan in the summer, as you head upstate to 
cross the Mackinac Bridge with your lover. Enjoy forgiving physics in an intense bar fight that 
erupts after you arrive at the Trashed Muskrat in St. Ignace. End the night bruised and high on 
adrenaline.” The description was accompanied by a winking emoji and rows and rows of 
comments praising the simulation.  
He chose the default lover instead of the custom option, as he wanted to see what the 
author came up with. “Mina,” The lover description read: “Arabic free spirited punk.”  
After finalizing his decisions, his senses were overtaken by the Midwest. He was sitting 
in a snot green mustang that was low to the ground and roaring past the other cars on the 
highway. Wincing in the sunlight, he gazed out the window to see silver birch forests whipping 
past.  
He heard panting in the back seat and turned around to see an jubilant looking wolf of a 
husky. The dog was happily panting only inches away from Callum’s face, and he was surprised 
by the lack of any kind of smell of its warm breath. He couldn’t tell if this was just the author’s 
laziness in programing simulated aromas, or if it was a deliberate decision to omit the detail. 
Either way he thought the dog was a nice touch, and patted it on the head, learning in the process 
that its name was Koda.  
He then turned to look at the woman in the driver’s seat. She looked like she was carved 
out of smoldering embers, with skin tight black jeans and a red leather jacket studded with an 
eclectic rainbow of enamel pins. Her hair was pulled up into a messy but controlled bun, and she 
didn’t have much makeup on at all besides a pale violet lip gloss. She had a slender face with 
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perfect constellations of dark freckles under each eye, and a toothy smile that caught the sunlight 
coming through the windshield sublimely.  
“Hey,” she said, gazing at him quickly with both amber irises before turning her attention 
back to the road, “You’re missing all the silver whatever the fuck trees, wake up!” Her voice was 
deep and registered in her chest, and she reached over with her right hand and flicked him in his 
abdomen. Her hand was large and slender, and had electric blue nails and henna that looked like 
fine jewelry.  
“Bite me, Chauffer,” he teased, flicking her back on her forehead.  
“Hey, bitch, I’ll get Koda to do it,” she replied, smacking him on his thigh. Koda raised 
his head slightly and gave a forceful but cheerful “arf,” quickly facing forward and continuing to 
pant. 
 “They never get dogs right, even in ultra-realism,” he thought, “dogs are supposed to be 
misbehaved in some way.”  
Mina then violently changed two lanes to the right, nearly crashing into a traveling family 
in a minivan behind them. As she slowed down the minivan passed them and he saw that the 
family had donned various expressions of disgust and horror, except for one of the teenage 
daughters in the back seat, who was beaming from ear to ear. He couldn’t tell if that was a bug or 
if for some reason the author had gone through the trouble of putting a sadist in one of the cars. 
Interesting.  
They continued to slow down as Mina pulled into a rest stop. “I have to piss like a 
fucking racehorse,” she said. “Can you get me something sweet from the vending machines?”  
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“One salt and vinegar coming right up.” He said, grinning at her sheepishly. She gave 
him an aggravated gaze but then ever so slightly bit her lip as she parked the car. Koda waited 
patiently in his seat for Mina to let him out, and stayed right by her side as the three of them got 
out and stretched. Callum wasn’t sure why he stretched, as he wasn’t too uncomfortable. Perhaps 
he just was mimicking her.  
She ran into the bathroom and Koda politely moseyed on over to a patch of grass to 
urinate. Callum stood there for a minute, watching the other cars pass along the highway. It took 
him about a minute to see the same car, which was disappointing. He breathed in the air, which 
smelled of pine trees and flowers. He looked down and saw that he was standing next to a stuffed 
trashcan full of fast food cartons, energy drinks, and diapers. Perhaps it was better that this 
author controlled smell very precisely.  
He himself moseyed on over to the vending machines, and Koda happily followed in his 
wake. Koda whined faintly and pawed at the nearest machine. He squinted down at the dog. A 
love of food is correct, but really, would a dog be interested in a vending machine? He shook his 
head and discovered to his delight that he had five singles in his wallet. Koda licked his lips.  
He bought a pack of Skittles, the green kind full only of sour flavors, and a bag of beef 
jerky. He immediately opened the bag and threw a piece of jerky to Koda. Koda leapt up and 
caught it, giving another cheerful “arf!” The movements weren’t bad at all.  
He then gazed at the wall behind Koda and grimaced. The entire wall was a poster 
advertisement. Civil War v.20. The description read: “Participate on either side of America’s 
bloodiest conflict, with realistic weapons, ultra-gore, and enhanced immersive characters. 
Suggested only for adults to enjoy at a recommended maximum of 12 hours per session.”  
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He sighed and angrily shook his head. He could have sworn he’d paid off ads for this 
month.  
“I said something sweet, jerk,” Mina said, reaching under his arms from behind him and 
snatching the Skittles out of his hands.  
“The fuck are you talking about, sweetie, those are pure sugar,” he said in an 
intentionally irritating flamboyant voice, putting his hands on his hips.  
Her eyes turned cold for the slightest second. The moments when they were registering 
new information about him always had little tells. They would recalibrate, break expression, and 
stop speaking for a single heartbeat before continuing with their newly calibrated responses. The 
adaptive companions were far better than those with a limited set of responses, yet he found his 
stomach filling with a bitter hatred whenever they took a second to update their imitation of 
reality.  
Her personality returned and she rolled her eyes so hard that he couldn’t help but giggle 
at her. “Gosh, you know, there are the tiniest moments when I can enjoy living my life because I 
forget I’m dating a health nut.”  
Health nut. That works.  
“Come on,” he said, grabbing her arm and resting his head on her shoulder, “I want to 
have as much time as possible on the shores.”  
They all piled into the Mustang and continued upstate. The weather was set to a perfect 
72 decrees without humidity, and the sunlight gave everything it touched a gleaming coat of 
polish.  
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They eventually made it onto Mackinac Bridge, and he begged Mina to go a bit slower so 
he could take in the view. The other cars on the bridge passed by them with only the occasional 
annoyed honk.  
The water seemed to go on for miles, so far that you couldn’t see the land at the horizon. 
The surface of Lake Huron was crawling with boats, everything from the massive barges hauling 
colorful boxes of an unknown cargo to ferries that shot up gigantic rooster tails of water behind 
them taking people to the islands. Each and every one of the boats were populated with faceless 
people making vaguely human movements. On one of the nearer ferries, he could have sworn he 
could even see a person with binoculars looking right back at him.  
It was breathtaking. The author had done a good job.  
Callum and Mina eventually made it to the UP and drove to the nearest rocky beach. The 
beach had one or two people milling around it but besides that it was perfectly isolated.  Mina 
pulled out a large picnic basket and a massive bright blue blanket.  
“Be grateful, I packed all your favorites for you,” Mina said after they had both sat down. 
She proceeded to pull a sublimely greasy feast out of the basket: cheeseburgers with bacon and 
far too much ketchup, both the original and watermelon Sour Patches, lemon pepper chicken 
wings and an assortment of cans of soda to wash it all down.  
He was pleased to see his preferences at work, but he found himself mourning the death 
of the health nut.  
“You know me so well,” he said, taking a massive bite of one of the burgers. Koda 
entertained himself by chasing seagulls that seemed to have absolutely zero interest in their 
picnic.  
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“I do. I should get an award for being the best fucking girlfriend in the Midwest,” she 
said, chowing down on a chicken wing.  
He felt that same bitterness in his stomach, and he knew it couldn’t be the food. He 
turned towards her.  
“What’s your favorite thing about me?” he asked. 
 She took a couple seconds to swallow before answering.  
“Jeez, conceited much?” she said, winking at him and reaching for one of the burgers.  
“Answer me,” he said, then in a softer tone: “I’m curious.”  
She gazed at him with a look of bewilderment, and then her eyes went cold. In another 
instant the warmth was back.  
“You don’t take people’s shit. You always stick up for the both of us,” she said, sliding a 
hand over to grasp his. Her fingers were long and bony, making him feel as though his wrist was 
shackled to the ground.  
“I suppose you’re right,” he replied. 
He looked out over the lake at the boats. They ate in silence until another couple came 
along accompanied by a Jack Russel terrier. They were the most boring future parents of a 
nuclear family, his hair a crew cut and hers a shoulder length bob. The dogs chased each other 
through the waves and yipped at one another, never once showing teeth.  
The boring couple stayed just long enough to exchange pleasantries but not so long that 
they became intrusive or annoying. As they walked away Koda gave his friend one last bark and 
then went back to splashing around in the waves.  
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“I need a drink,” he said, standing up. He was finding it hard to get rid of the sour feeling 
deep within him, and it didn’t help that there was a plane traveling across the sky with a trailing 
banner that read “Hyper Realism Grand Canyon v.13.”  
“Woah,” Mina said with a chuckle, “you really want to start off the night at 2-“  
“Set time to sunset.” He loudly cut her off. A little message made out of white ethereal 
letters appeared before him. Set time to Sunset?  
“Confirm,” he said. The sun took a nose dive out of the sky and disappeared just below 
the horizon. The sky was set ablaze with orange and purple. Boats whizzed past and seagulls 
were flung down the coast as if shot from a cannon. He, Mina, and Koda stayed in perfect stasis 
until the world had corrected itself.  
“All right, that’s enough cheezy shit, I want a drink,” Mina said, making a kissing noise 
and calling Koda’s name. Koda bounded out of the waves, and violently shook himself dry. He 
reached out and patted Koda’s head on the way to the car. The dog’s head didn’t even feel damp.  
They drove until they reached St. Ignace. It was a coastal place whose main street and its 
accompanying small businesses (all named after someone’s beloved relative, “Ted’s Tackle, 
Mary’s Bed and Breakfast”) had the charming culture characteristic of small towns, but its 
proximity to the water made it seem like it was still connected to the greater world. It was 
starting to get too dark to fully appreciate it, but he could tell the author had gone through 
extensive lengths to make the town look nice even at night.  
 They passed various tourist traps and supermarkets until they conveniently found a sign 
directing them to turn right for the “Trashed Muskrat.” They did so, and eventually came to a bar 
with the outward design of a log cabin that was right on the beach. The parking lot was full of 
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various boring cars but in one corner was crowded by a flock of Harley Davidsons. Sitting on a 
bench next to the bikes were a couple forcefully kissing one another, each holding a bottle of 
beer. They were a pulsating mess of leather and ugly.  
“Looks like my kind of place. Shitty,” Mina said, taking off her seatbelt.  
Koda gave a low, guttural growl.  
“Enemies inbound,” he thought. 
They got out of the Mustang and walked into the bar. The place was a hearty Midwestern 
heaven. Everyone wore some combination of flannel and denim, and the bartender looked like he 
was modeled after Paul Bunyan. Several boring blondes squealed with excitement and ran over 
to pet Koda, who was ecstatic with all of the attention yet stood still to be pet.  
Their boyfriends looked like trouble. They were exactly what you would expect, bandana 
clad mouth breathers with walrus mustaches and god awful tattoos. One of them was even 
clutching a tire iron for no reason whatsoever. Three of them stared at him and Mina as the rest 
continued to laugh and slap each other on the shoulders like a bunch of gorillas trying to mimic 
casual Homo Sapiens behavior.   
He couldn’t figure out who the initiator would be. It could possibly be Mina, but she 
seemed perfectly content staring at all of the various prize fish and animals bolted to the walls. 
They both sat down at the bar and ordered drinks from Paul Bunyan, she a Vodka Sprite and he a 
Vodka Cranberry.  
“To the void,” Mina said, licking her lip and raising her glass.  
He grinned, somewhat thrilled with this random insertion of nihilism.  
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“To the void,” he replied.  
He felt a presence behind him to his right. He looked out the corner of his eye to see he 
was being approached by a man with a ginger Mohawk and a septum piercing.  
“Vodka Cranberry,” The obvious initiator said as Callum and Mina both turned toward 
him. The initiator then turned specifically to Mina.  
“Come on babe, you can’t seriously-“ the initiator began.  
Callum quickly dropped his drink and elbowed the initiator in the nose as hard as he 
could. The entire bar was baptized in two different kinds of crimson, as his drink shattered on the 
floor and the initiator’s head snapped back, sending a rooster’s rail of blood up into the air.  
He wasn’t in the mood for a long initiation, and he was glad he had ultra-gore on.  
The initiator took two stumbling steps backward, clutching his face as even more blood 
leaked out of his nose. He stood like a bridge about to collapse inward, tense and only able to 
pull on itself to keep from falling apart.  
Callum seized the opportunity and delivered another forceful blow to the side of the 
initiator’s head. The initiator careened head first to the left and crashed into the bar with a wet 
crunch. The somewhat softer thud of his body slumping to the floor prompted several shrieks 
from spectators around the bar who so far had only been able to gasp.  
The physics felt good. His knuckles didn’t even hurt.  
Koda sauntered out to the center of the bar and began to snarl at the remainder of the 
bikers. He looked much more like a wolf now than a dog, his head low to the ground beneath his 
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massive muscular shoulders. His normally fluffy fur was now matted against his skin, and his 
gigantic teeth glinted like broken porcelain with an unnaturally crisp white hue.  
“Always have to get yourself in some shit, huh?” Mina said, positioning herself so that 
they were back to back. He couldn’t see her eyes but he could hear the coldness in her voice.  
He heard a click, and looked down to his left to see her clutching a switchblade in her 
right hand that had “Void’s kiss” carved into the handle. He couldn’t figure out whether he loved 
or hated it.  
The rest of the bikers had risen to their feet in a surprised but concentrated silence. Five 
were in front of him and four were in front of Mina, all sauntering up with shoulders forward and 
fists clutched like a Neanderthal war party. Then as if the ultra-gore had taken a moment to load, 
they all broke bottles or pulled out various knives. One fat ass bald guy revealed a baseball bat 
he pulled from God knows where, and the ugly short guy that had been clutching the tire iron 
now softly patted it into his own hand.  
The spectators had completely fled to the outer walls, some even pulling chairs and other 
pieces of furniture with them so that they didn’t get in the way. Paul Bunyan quietly sank behind 
his own bar.  
“Any cheesy one liners?” Mina asked, her head swiveling around the room, “anyone?” 
“Fuck you faggots,” a weasel of a white guy with dreadlocks spat.  
Good enough.  
They chose the time honored strategy of attacking Mina and Callum one at a time. Their 
attacks were wide and slow, giving him ample time to see where they were going and re direct 
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them. He had taken multiple Aikido VR lessons before, and he absolutely loved the feeling of 
taking people out with their own weapons. It was why he kept his default weapon setting to 
unarmed.  
The dreadlocked weasel came at him swinging a pocket knife. He easily side stepped the 
oncoming attack, and with little resistance grabbed the weasel’s wrist and continued the knife’s 
upward motion so that it instead struck the weasel in his own left eye socket. This somehow 
resulted in a bright red arterial blood spray that flew over his right shoulder into another female 
biker’s face who was coming at him from behind. 
Koda leaped up and closed his massive jaw around the woman’s throat, jerking her down 
to the ground so violently that her feet kicked up into the air. As this was happening he began to 
notice that a speaker nowhere to be seen had been playing one of his retro rock battle playlists in 
the background. He heard Zack de la Rocha’s angry rap rock rising over the cacophony of grunts 
and wet crunches:  
“Those who die, are justified, for wearing the badge, they’re the chosen whites! 
You justify, those that died, by wearing the badge, they’re the chosen whites! ”  
He listened a bit too long, and the big guy with the bat managed to land a clean swing 
into his ribs on his right side. Thankfully the physics dictated that this lifted him off his feet and 
sent him flying into the wall of the drinks over the bar, instead of simply breaking his ribs.  
He landed on his face, bottles crashing down around him and the wind knocked out of 
him. He took a deep breath and then looked up to see Paul Bunyan cowering with his head 
between his legs.  
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“Hey, buddy,” he said to Paul as he raised himself up to his hands and knees, “Any 
helpful cheats or Easter eggs?”  
Paul looked up at him with a completely blank stare. “Error.”  
Fuck.  
The big guy reached over and grabbed him by his shirt collar, yanking him back up over 
the bar. Seeing this, Mina wrapped her arms around the neck of the nearest asshole and then 
swung both her feet up to kick the big guy in the chin like she was in a high school swing dance 
in the 1950’s. All four of them went down, he and Mina on top of the other two. Mina grinned at 
him as she reached over and stabbed the big guy in his throat.   
“We have to stop meeting like this,” he said to her, kicking the guy she had landed on so 
hard that his neck snapped.  
“I know, right?” Mina replied, grinning at him as she turned to face the last few stragglers 
that were trying to make their way past Koda.  
“Nope, that’s it, I’m done, “he said, panting on the floor. “Kill all assholes, confirm, 
fucking Christ.”  
The last three dropped as if their strings had been cut, landing hard on either side of 
Koda. Koda then shook all the blood off his fur, restoring it to its jubilant fluff. He then 
immediately trotted over to Mina and him, giving them both his trademark “arf.” His breath at 
least had a hint of blood now.  
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Mina patted Koda on the head, and then turned over and patted him on the head. “Good 
job, boys,” she said, continuing to scratch the back of his neck, “you did so good, who are my 
good boys?”  
He gently but insistently took her arm at the wrist and then pinned it down to the ground, 
climbing on top of her. She breathed out a gasp that was both surprised and thrilled, and then 
with a hungry growl thrusted her head forward and caught his bottom lip between her teeth. She 
tasted like sprite and salt and blood, and she kissed with an angry force that was unexpected but 
entirely welcome. Her claw-like nails on her tattooed hands raked his body wherever they made 
blind contact, sending waves of ferocity radiating across his skin. 
They writhed together on the floor amidst the dead jerks and their dramatically increased 
output of blood. Paul Bunyan, Koda, and the rest of the spectators all kept a respectful distance 
from them, peering at him with utterly blank stares. They couldn’t help it, they were awaiting 
their next orders.  
He made them all vanish, and they did so without a trace.  He and she continued their 
desperate struggle on the floor, their coordinated motions only broken every so often by her 
momentary recalibrations. 
They were later interrupted by the chimes of a bell tower. Old Bell Tower V.23 was one 
of the least annoying timer sounds that he had discovered so far, but it still set him on edge.  




When his vision returned, tears filled his eyes. The first breath taken into his nose 
reacquainted him with the ever so stale smell of his own body in his tiny windowless living 
room. The taste of his own mouth flowed over his tongue and he swallowed in a vain attempt to 
rid himself of it. His throat was dry and his stomach had an empty ache, as if it had been slowly 
devouring itself while his mind was elsewhere.  
The next sensation he noticed was the uncomfortable pressure from the hard plastic of the 
Neural Conductor squeezing his head. Even with the squishy gel-foam comfort buffer, the 
Conductor always left a red halo around his head. He pulled off the silver ring-shaped device and 
set it down on the small table next to his recliner. These were the sole two pieces of furniture in 
his living room, lone islands in the seas of grey and white that were his walls and floor.  
He gazed forward at himself in the mirror that hung on the opposite wall. He saw his pale 
form oozing over the recliner in all directions like a beached jellyfish. He looked a little better 
when he stood up, now less like a beached jellyfish and more like some kind of rodent on stilts. 
His frame was lean but his flesh hung off of it and softened all of his more attractive edges. His 
face was gaunt and ghoulish, his curly hair giving it an oily frame on both sides. His scraggly 
facial hair looked like a garnish thrown on a dish at the last minute to prevent it from being a 
total loss.  
Just above the mirror, a minimalist sign with a thin black frame and simple black 
typewriter text read: 
 “Your name is Callum Pagan. Your student ID is: 161178459.” 
Callum remembered being pleasantly surprised at first when he had opened up the 
gigantic package that had been sent along with his new Neural Conductor from Janus Systems. It 
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came with several photos that he had originally taped to the right of the mirror. One was a 
picture of a teenage freckled blond girl, her hair up in a messy bun on the top of her head. She 
was standing on top of a grassy hill in a flattering denim jumpsuit, her eyes squinting and her 
cheeks beaming as she stretched out her arms and with open palms bathed in sunshine. 
The next was of a black woman reclining on a green love seat, head thrown back in an 
uproar of laughter with her small and equally jovial son laying with his head in her lap. The third 
was of two ruggedly handsome older men, one extending his hand out to the other as they were 
hiking up the side of a beautiful mountain. The last was of an ethnically ambiguous man sitting 
cross legged under a weeping willow, wearing a black knit sweater and grinning as he inhaled 
the soulful air.  
Under the pictures had been a card from Janus Systems that read:  
“Hello Callum! We here at Janus Systems are so excited that you have chosen to begin 
your journey of a thousand lifetimes with us. We are proud to offer you the doors you will need 
to experience every possible frame of what life has to offer. But, unlike many other Virtual Tech 
companies, we believe that odysseys are best enjoyed when you have a sound place to come 
home to. Enjoy the complimentary mirror and personalized wall art, and be sure to take the 
breaks you need to fully enjoy each and every adventure to come!”  
Callum had later found out that they had started to include those “gifts” in most of their 
shipments after people in Congress had accused them of being responsible for a spike in default 
suicides (people who had gone psycho and murdered their spouses or themselves when their VR 
session had ended.) Janus was never charged with anything, but they and all of their competitors 
had since launched campaigns to make people love their default selves. 
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 He had since thrown the pictures and the note in the garbage chute, but he kept the 
mirror and the personalized sign.  
He gazed down his own reflection at his boxers, and felt nauseated. He had made a mess 
in them, and he was just starting to feel their subsequent discomfort. He stood up and grabbed his 
phone off the side table. It was 9:10, he had given himself 20 minutes to get ready before he had 
to leave for class. Just enough time to shower, throw on some clothes, choke down some protein 
bars and run out to catch the bus.  
Underneath the time the phone displayed one request: “Rate Romantic Road trip with Bar 
Fight, Super Hero Physics?” along with 5 empty stars. Callum gave the sim 4 stars, and chose 
not to add any comments.  
He wandered over to his bedroom and threw his nasty boxers into a hamper. Turning the 
water on to a pleasant burn, he stepped into his shower and selected a playlist from a touchscreen 
on the wall. Electronic music began to blast through the speaker on his bathroom ceiling. The 
first song was one of the newer popular ones in club sims, a pounding electronic beat with an 
accompanying cacophony of different synthesizers and one lyric repeated over and over again by 
a woman with a sultry voice and German accent:  
“Ooh, Ooh, fuck me up. Ooh, Ooh, fuck me up. Ooh, Ooh, fuck me up.”  
He had to admit, it was pretty catchy. He lathered himself up with generic soap until he 
smelled like freshly washed clothes. After using the same soap to wash out his hair, he got out of 
the shower and brushed his teeth. He didn’t have a mirror in his bathroom; he didn’t want one.  
He kept the music playing loudly as he moved back into his bedroom. His bedroom was 
immaculate like the rest of his apartment, simply home to a bed, a dresser, and a desk and chair 
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that he only ever touched when he dusted. What physical things he had were in a couple boxes 
under his bed, mostly things from his childhood he felt the strange need to hoard. His furniture 
was either grey or black, and his walls were white.  
Callum opened his dresser and fished out a grey sensory-friendly shirt and charcoal linen 
pants. His phone had given him the cheerful warning that it was going to be 85 degrees and 
muggy in Apostle Creek, North Carolina. He put on a pair of black polarized sunglasses, and 
seeing that it was 9:26 quickly ran into his living room.  
He stuffed his conductor into a small shoulder strap bag and then grabbed two energy 
bars and his water bottle from the kitchen. He stumbled out of his apartment and down the 
hallway.  
The walls were clean and white, and the carpet was some lighter shade of blue. Close to 
Vanguard University’s shade of light blue, but not quite it. Callum had seen dozens of shades of 
blue claiming to be “Vanguard Blue” and could never tell which one was correct.  
He reached the elevator at the end of the hall and pressed the call button. He soon heard 
footsteps approaching behind him and saw to his horror that one of the many attractive people in 
his apartment complex was heading in his direction. She was an Asian woman with tan skin and 
jet black hair, wearing a sensory friendly outfit and smiling at him with freshly brushed teeth. 
For the life of him Callum couldn’t remember her name or her user name.  
She had her Conductor on in minimal AR mode. This was a setting used by most people 
during travel, it brightened colors, allowed you to appear to others who were also in AR mode as 
your avatar, let you play a bit of background music, and in general made everything look and 
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sound nicer while keeping you firmly placed in reality. Some of the newer models could even 
block nasty smells in your mind before you even perceived them.  
He smiled at her as she stood in place waiting for the elevator.  
“Hi,” Callum said.  
“Hello!” she said somewhat cheerfully, fidgeting under his stare and looking over at the 
wall. “Taking a little break, huh?”  
“Yeah,” Callum replied, “I had an intense sim this morning. Didn’t want my brain to be 
completely geeked out before class.”  
“Fuck,” he thought, “is geeked a word? Did I use it right?”  
“I totally get that!” she said, “it’s good to take default breaks. Gotta unplug every once in 
a while!”  
“That’s right.” Callum said, walking into the elevator. He held his hand over the door so 
it wouldn’t shut, even though she had plenty of time to make it in after him.  
“I’m sure your avatar looks great, as usual.”  
“Aww, thanks! I’m sure yours does to!” she said, turning away from him again and 
bumping her head ever so slightly to whatever soundtrack her life had at the moment.  
 They walked out to the 9:35 autobus that was up the street from their apartment complex 
in silence.  
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Said bus arrived perfectly on time, opening its doors and sounding some generic greeting 
as Callum and others shuffled on. Most of the seats were full of people grinning at whatever their 
AR was showing them, so he stood at the back and took hold of a safety rail.  
Once its passengers were on board the bus doors shut and it pulled forward, merging 
flawlessly with the rest of the automated traffic on its way to the campus. Apostle Creek quickly 
grew to envelope them on all sides with midrise buildings from a variety of eras. 
The town was beautiful in its own way, but it made one question the boastful speeches 
the University gave at orientation. Vanguard University liked to boast its historical lineage as 
one of the first US universities, claiming that they (if he remembered correctly) “built every year 
on an unshakeable foundation, in an effort to be the guide of young people into whatever future 
awaited.”  
The town elected to purchase land and make any expansions it need to horizontally, as 
opposed to demolishing any existing structures and expanding upward. The result was father 
time’s labyrinth; an eclectic little college town where any one building looked somewhat out of 
place around its neighbors. The farther away from the main street you went, the higher the 
buildings reached to grasp modernity. The closer to the nucleus you traveled, the farther they 
hunched over and decayed. One only needed to look out a window to see that the university 
wasn’t such a pyramid of cooperation through time as they claimed; it was a race to the horizon, 
each group only narrowly beating its predecessors. 
Callum looked around at the rest of the passengers. They all for the most part seemed to 
be students, although some were so unkempt and hairy that it made them look older. All of them 
were in AR, and Callum couldn’t see anyone else without their Conductor on.  
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The two people to his left were poking one another and giggling, occasionally sending a 
glance his way. He sighed and pulled out his conductor. He had an arbitrary deal with himself 
that he would not put on his conductor if there was at least one other person not in AR on the 
way to class. He thought it would make him seem more down to earth and real, something that 
people periodically find attractive. However when he was the only one, it just made travel 
exhausting.  
He placed his conductor upon his head and switched it on to AR with his index finger. He 
closed his eyes, and the tears came back when he opened them. The world was set ablaze with 
culture, color, and custom music. Everyone on the bus blossomed with their custom petals, 
outfits and bodies sculpted to perfection. Everyone had to stay true to their real size and shape in 
AR, so there were no accidents in reality caused by misjudging someone’s virtual appearance. 
However that was nearly the only limitation people had with presenting themselves.  
The two people giggling to his left were revealed to be an androgynous punk couple 
straight out the 1980s, with crazy feathered hair and hints of neon color wherever their leather 
ended. The girl holding on to the bar in front of him was born a decade earlier, sporting brown 
pants, a yellow turtleneck, and a jet black bob that were all very 1970s. She then turned ever so 
slightly to the right to sneak a glance at him, revealing a feline face, whiskers and all.  
Some people were strange.  
As the bus finally reached his stop on the east side of the campus, he slid past a tall 
Scandinavian in a gold speedo and exited out onto the sidewalk.  
The campus itself was a lot like Apostle Creek. No one building was from the same 
decade as its neighbors. Callum weaved his way through the various ant-like lines of students 
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heading to their next class. Every so often a couple of them would be chatting, but most were 
high-tailing it alone. Several larger groups were standing or sitting together in the quad, some 
even flanked by virtual pets. Callum had to sidestep the tail of a Bengal tiger, as it extended into 
the path while the tiger lay on its back and permitted belly scratches.  
Today was the second day of class for the fall semester of 2082, and therefore his first 
day for his Tuesday/Thursday schedule class. Through savvy scheduling he had managed to load 
up most of his classes on Monday and Wednesday, reserving only one for Tuesdays and 
Thursdays: Introduction to Storytelling.  
The class was one of the more intriguing requirements for the Bachelor of Art in 
Simulation Design. Most of the major revolved around technical elements such as set production, 
however a couple requirements were dedicated to giving students a background in plot work.  
Callum enjoyed that aspect of simulations the most. The plot of each and every sim is 
what primarily drove its intrigue, sure there were some such as the shooting galleries or 
pornography sims that don’t exactly require a refined intellectual palate, but those were boring 
after your 17th birthday. 
 Really engaging sims gave you just enough of a reason to keep you from skipping to the 
next one. Plots only ever had to keep the participator’s attention up to that point, afterwards they 
would make the plot their own.   
Callum was slightly dismayed at the class’s location. The class schedule detailed that it 
was located in Milton Hall, a horribly ugly concrete cube with tiny slits for windows that looked 
more like arrow loops on a castle.  
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Milton Hall was built all the way back some time in the late 1900s, when it was popular 
to firebomb your own place to protest war. The building had such thick walls and tiny slits for 
windows because it was riot proof, immune to whatever idealistic college students could throw at 
it. The building could not, however, defend itself against any assertion that it was the ugliest 
dingiest little five-story building ever constructed.  
Callum entered on the bottom floor, and, seeing the lines for the elevator, he decided to 
walk over to the stairs. After squeezing past a girl with flowers in her hair and a dress made of 
vines, he started up the stairs that always managed to wind him even if he was just trudging up to 
the second floor.  
His class this semester was on the third, and as he was turning past the door to the second 
floor to continue climbing he saw her. Natalie Donoghue, or NitNat43, a girl who had lived on 
the same floor of his residence hall his first year. They had gone to a bunch of the welcome 
events and sims together, bonding over their love of musical theatre and German shepherds. 
There had even been a moment four weeks into their first semester where she stumbled into his 
room without her conductor, drunk off of some wine her roommate had smuggled in and crying 
about some frat boy who wasn’t accepting her virtual invites. He had decided at that moment that 
it probably wasn’t a good idea to send her one.  
She was walking down from the third floor in her usual outfit, jeans, a black bomber 
jacket, long red hair that was just the right kind of messy. She always used her default hair; he 
loved that about her.  
“Hey!” he said, waiting to say it until they came within a step from one another.  
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She looked up and smiled at him, raising up a thumb and two fingers in a half wave with 
her right hand. She continued past him and down the stairs.  
He looked down at his virtual outfit. He had the same outfit from the sim this morning, 
which was handsome albeit now somewhat boring. He made a mental note to wear something a 
bit more flamboyant tomorrow.  
He reached the third floor, letting out a sigh that was half an embarrassing sadness and 
half exhaustion after climbing up the stairs. He and Natalie hadn’t exchanged pleasantries in 
weeks, or seriously spoken in months. The same thing always seemed to happen, one or two 
unpleasant moments led quickly to being forgotten. It was all too easy to cut your losses and edit 
people out of your life.  
Feeling drained, he made it to the classroom and sat down in one of the desks in the 
center of the room. He was a couple minutes early, and there were only a few other students in 
the room. They were all people he hadn’t seen before.  
The rest of the students began to file in as the class start approached. He reached up and 
turned off his AR every couple of minutes to see if he recognized anyone, but the class continued 
to fill up with strangers, or acquaintances who may as well have been strangers. Those who knew 
each other sat down close and began aggravatingly loud conversations, while the rest flocked to 
the edges of the room and sat down quietly.  
Most conversation stopped when the professor entered the room. She looked like an utter 
badass, straight out of some medieval monster fighting sim. She was a thin and much older 
woman, with pale skin that was covered from head to toe in tattoos. Her ghostly silver hair was 
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bound behind her and reached down to her hips, and she was wearing a floor length black dress. 
Her face was part tattoo part piercing, even her eyes were inked a dark and soulless black.  
She carried with her a folder of papers and a notebook, which she laid down on a desk at 
the front of the room. A couple girls near the front let out some nervous chuckles, and some guy 
with a three-piece suit said “That’s one of the coolest avatars I’ve ever seen.”  
“Take those dumb ass things off of your heads,” the professor replied.  
The room fell completely silent. A couple of the rule followers immediately took off their 
conductors, shape shifting to young adults dressed more for comfort than style. Everyone who 
took off their conductor let out a sharp gasp, gawking at the professor. Those who didn’t looked 
around at one another, some letting out awkward giggles.  
“I’m sorry to come out of the gate swinging like that,” the professor said, cupping her 
forehead with her right hand. “The line was taking too long at the coffee shop, and, trade secret, 
professors will act tough on the first day to scare off all of your affluent peers who don’t really 
care about the courses. However, I would like you all to turn off your AR, please. We’ll get 
through it together, I promise.”  
Everyone who hadn’t yet taken theirs off, including Callum, did so. He too inhaled 
sharply. That was the professor’s default appearance.  
The tattoos on her wrinkled skin were like crumpled candy wrappers that had been 
bleached by the sun in a landfill, covering every visible part of her body including her fingers 
and the palms of her hands. Her eyes were completely black, the faint outlines of green or gray 
irises only barely visible. Her skin seemed to be decaying away from the various piercings in her 
face and in her head. He could now see that she had three or four silver horns poking out of the 
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top of her head at various drooping angles, the skin at the base of each crumpled and blemished. 
She had a septum ring and a little bar that went straight through the bridge of her nose, as well as 
snake bites that hung out of the bottom of her lip. Her ears had several cartilage piercings and at 
one point had probably contained gauges, but now her ear lobes just hung from her head like 
deflated balloons.  
Callum made a concerted effort not to be rude, but he had to look off to the side and grin 
to himself. There was some kind of sweet sadistic joy that came from seeing old hipsters who 
had completely ruined their bodies.  They had narcissistically covered every inch of their skin 
with self-expression, only to find out a little later in life that they had been rigorously decorating 
their default skin.  
“Although,” Callum thought, “I suppose you wouldn’t really need an avatar with skin 
like that.”  
The professor had turned around and was writing with a dry erase marker on the board 
behind her.  
 Professor Theclan. Passive media. Active media.  
She turned towards the class with the gait of a dragon guarding its gold, feet apart, 
shoulders slightly hunched forward and lips pursed.  
“Can anyone explain to me the definition of these reductionist yet widely taught 
phrases?” she asked, smoldering gaze flicking from pupil to pupil.  
A man to Callum’s left raised his hand. He wasn’t anything special, a bit of muscle, 
messy blond hair and some unfortunate acne.  
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“Uh, non-virtual media and virtual media, mam,” he said.  
The corners of her lips pulled back ever so slightly. “A pragmatist! Yes, that’s how it 
generally is broken up in our culture.” The last word grated in her throat, like she was 
regurgitating broken glass.  
“But I’m looking for a more scholarly definition here.”  
An androgynous and pale person raised their hand. “Passive media is any media that the 
viewer can’t interact with, while active media adapts to the actions of the viewer.”  
The professor raised an index finger with chipped black nail polish directly at the student.  
“Bingo. That’s what they teach nowadays. So, in VR’s beginning stages the online 
articles were calling it ‘the most effective form of art.’ Why do you think that is, taking into 
account its self-imposed label of ‘active’?”  
No one answered. Callum raised his hand, and she nodded at him.  
“Because art is communication, and VR media allows the viewer to actually 
communicate with the art and the intentions of the artist instead of just having to witness it.”  
Professor Theclan placed her hands on her hips and nodded in his direction.  
“That would be the rationale,” she said, “who agrees with that sentiment? That all art you 
can’t interact with is in some way lesser?”  
Most of the people in the classroom knew better than to be self-assured in the face of 
such an obviously opinionated educator. A couple people raised their hand, probably banking on 
the belief that it was a trick question. Professor Theclan squinted at the majority of cowards.  
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“Who disagrees?”  
A couple kiss asses raised their hands. The majority remained meek.  
She snorted and then grinned, rubbing her forehead.  
“Well, forgive my language, but, fuck that,” she said, “I propose to you that that logic is 
fruitless when you take those leashes off your head for about two seconds.”  
Several people joined the ranks of the kiss asses, and began nodding their heads.  
“I think that the logical conclusion of that train of thought is unobtainable,” she 
continued, pacing back and forth in front, “two people will never be able to have the same 
thought. There will always be a gap in experience, an author named John Gardner called it the 
‘psychic distance.’” 
She paused briefly, noticing some confused glances. Then, in the softer tone of answering 
the “but why?” question for the third time: “You speak, I listen, I think, I speak. Art has to 
follow that pattern, making it happen quicker or skipping steps doesn’t necessarily add value.”  
The pale androgynous person raised their hand, and the professor nodded to them.  
“I’m sorry, but, isn’t the goal of good storytelling to bridge that distance as much as 
possible?” they asked.  
“I don’t believe so,” The professor responded, “I suggest to you that effective storytelling 
was never about how well the gap between our experiences was closed. If it was, stories would 
only ever be trying to give you a new identity instead of interacting with the one you already 
have. Good storytelling is the authentic portrayal of another’s experiences, one that we as the 
audience are meant to perceive and derive meaning from at a distance.”  
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She exhaled briefly, and then smiled at the class. “Perhaps that speech would have been 
better in VR, I could be on a soapbox at Greenwich Village screaming at you all and the 
masses.”  
Most of the class giggled. Callum made a mental note to find out the significance of 
Greenwich Village.  
“Look,” she continued, “By my own rationale I can’t immediately convince you of my 
viewpoint. I realize this is where we are headed, and that many of you are here to make Sims that 
get a couple hundred thousand 4.5 star ratings. I think an understanding of ‘passive’ storytelling 
can help you make them better.”  
Her black eyes had simmered, and her voice had the tone of a testimony before a jury.  
 
 
Later that day Callum made his way to the Crooked Creek, one of the quieter bars tucked 
out of sight and out of mind down a road that somehow managed to remain dark and dingy even 
with the massive streetlights powered by fusion batteries.  
 It was drizzling, and he watched as the rain splashed onto the sidewalk and was absorbed 
by the porous concrete, directed off to some underground drainage system.  
Autocars ferried their passengers past him and the other pedestrians at reduced speeds, 
registering the presence of drunks who could possibly stumble in front of them. They seemed to 
be the only ones aware of Callum, as his fellow walkers passed by either staring at the ground or 
howling and screeching at a joke someone in their group made.    
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Callum eventually made it to the bar, flicking on his AR and taking a couple seconds to 
adjust to it before walking in.  
In default the Crooked Creek was dark wood, comfy booths, and a fully stocked bar, all 
making it look like a deserted pub with a couple sweatpants-clad ghosts haunting its nooks and 
crannies.  
In AR it became beautiful. It was a bar in the middle of a forest, with the tables, bar, and 
other pieces of furniture all being part of some magnificent tree house. The walls were 
nonexistent, save for a guard rail that kept drunk patrons from bumping into the wall that was 
there in default (or plummeting to their deaths into the canopy below.)  
The room was lit by tiki torches that posed no threat to the wooden structure. Callum 
gazed around the various patrons until he saw his two friends, Jacob Smith and Frankie Rogers, 
or JSmit23 and FrankieFizzlexxx.  
Jacob was in his default appearance as always, a grungy red and black flannel and jeans 
that somehow hung loosely from his massive muscular frame. Frankie was still on his 1980s 
kick, with a shimmering violet jumpsuit and a messy mop of black curls that were more 
hairspray than hair itself. They eagerly waved him over to their booth.  
“Hey bitch,” Frankie said as Callum sat down in the booth, beside him and opposite of 
Jacob.  
 “It’s been a while man, good to see you,” Jacob said after, “we can finally start drinking 
some real shit.”  
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Frankie rolled his eyes and sucked up the last drops of something that was electric blue 
from his glass. “This is as real as it gets, it involves vodka!” he retorted.  
“Vod-ka,” Jacob said with his tongue out before climbing out of the booth and turning to 
grin at Callum, “but really Callum, what can I grab you? You want this local shit I’m having?”  
“I’ll have a Jack and Coke, thank you!” Callum said. He then brought up a virtual menu 
and wired over some money to Jacob’s account. 
“Always on top of the bank!” Frankie said to Callum as he scooted past him and followed 
Jacob to the bar to get a refill.  
As Callum watched the two of them order their drinks next to one another, he noticed a 
trio of women in a booth on the opposite side of the bar. They were chatting too quietly for 
Callum to hear, but he could tell the conversation was jovial and they were sharing some bacon 
cheese fries. Two of them on one side of the booth were nothing special, blonde bobs and skin 
tight faux latex jumpsuits that betrayed their love of the 2030s. But their friend on the opposite 
side of the booth had a mesmerizing skin.  
Her skin made her look like space itself. The outline of her figure, from her locks of curly 
hair to the tips of her fingers that she dug into the fries and toes that rested on the floor of the bar, 
looked like it was made out of glass. She was a fish tank in the form of a woman, and in that tank 
swam a universe that was a mix of black, deep purples, and splotches of bright light. Stars 
shimmered all over her body like freckles, and she had two radiant galaxy centers for eyes.   
She looked over at him and rested her arms in her lap, exposing two bare breasts that also 
appeared to have their own galaxies. Callum’s eyes shot to the table in front of him.  
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Jacob and Frankie came back and sat down, drinks in hand.  
“You ever had Coke the way it was made originally?” Jacob asked Callum. Callum’s 
eyes had wandered back to the galaxy girl.  
“Uh, sorry, what?” He said, turning his attention to Jacob.  
“Original Coke, man. Newer stuff’s pretty good, and the VR imitations are mediocre, but 
they never truly caught that old flavor. My dad had some that a friend of his had stockpiled, and 
he let me have some for my 16th birthday. It was some primo diabetus, let me tell you.”  
“All that refined sugar,” Frankie chimed in after sipping his drink, “that shit killed so 
many people.”  
“Par for the course,” Jacob said, “not a bad way to die anyways. Our ancestors were 
getting munched on by hyenas and shit.”  
Frankie shook his head. “Yeah, but I prefer cigarettes. They kill you faster!”  
“This is why you need VR!” Callum said, grabbing Jacob’s wrist in mock consolation, 
“You can shove whatever shit you want in your body and come back to Rachel perfectly 
healthy!”  
“Fuck that,” Jacob said, pulling his wrist away, “no brain bucket can give me what her 
food feels like in my stomach.”  
“And how she feels on your-,” Frankie said,  
“I’m kidding! But really, how is mom?”  
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“She’s good. Vet school is kicking her ass, but she’s close to finishing it. They’re going 
to get to work with actual animals in her latest labs, which surprised her for the better, I think.”  
“I’m glad to hear it,” Callum said, “Do you think you will have to move to some 
bumfuck town after?”  
“I mean that’s pretty certain,” Jacob responded, “towns with a lot of animals are the only 
places vets can go anymore. But that’s perfectly fine with me. I’ll find something to do until we 
can afford a smaller farm, and then go from there.”  
“I’m sure Callum will buy you a huge farm when one of his sims takes off,” Frankie said, 
“but I won’t ask for so much. Just put me up in some apartment with a bunch of nutri-bars and 
water.”  
Callum patted him on the shoulder. “You got it, bud. How are you, by the way? What’s 
the body count at?”  
“Somewhere past 100,” Frankie said with a mischievous grin, “There’s been a lot 
recently, I’ve gotten a crazy amount of v-porn requests, I think ya girl’s own career is starting to 
pop off as well.”  
Jacob high fived him. “I don’t understand how you can do all that, but I respect the 
hustle.”  
Frankie puffed his chest out with the obnoxious pride only a virtual whore could have. 
“You would have loved one of the last ones I had. She wanted to fight me in a boxing ring for a 
couple rounds as foreplay. Bit of a freak.”  
“Yeah, she sounds like the real salt of the earth.” Jacob chuckled.  
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The trio of girls had finished their food and had traveled over to the bar to close their 
tabs. Callum’s eyes were once again suckered into the galaxy girl’s gravitational pull. The 
bartender made some joke that she didn’t think was funny, and she gave him a polite laugh while 
giving a virtual signature.  
Jacob reached over quickly and shoved Callum towards the wall that looked like a sheer 
50-foot drop. Callum gasped as his eyes shot open, his hands slamming into and clinging to the 
wall he couldn’t see and the table respectively. Some of his drink sloshed out onto the table and 
into his lap, and everyone in the bar turned towards him for a moment.  
Everyone, meaning she was also looking at him. It was a look of fright, and then one that 
seemed tired but the darkness of her face made it somewhat hard to tell.  
“Holy fuck,” Callum said through heavy breaths to Jacob, “fucking flight or fight, kiss 
my ass.”  
Frankie was squealing and clapping his hands together. “Gets you every time, Jesus 
Christ!”  
The girl and her friends left without another glance.  
“Sorry,” Jacob said, mopping up some of the spilled drink with a napkin, “couldn’t resist. 
You were staring so damn hard at that skin.”  
“It was a wonderful skin,” Callum said, “father forgive me.”  
Frankie put his face in his hands. “God, this wounds me. Not only did you not talk to her, 
you called her sextastic skin ‘wonderful’ and you asked for forgiveness afterwards.”   
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“He’ll just get that skin for one of his virtuals,” Jacob said, “win win. But really man, 
next time say something. You never know where it will lead.”  
“That’s what gets me,” Callum replied.   
 
 
A day later, Callum sat at the Arts and Sciences Library information desk, mulling over 
his assigned reading from professor Theclan. She had assigned Romeo and Juliet, of all 
goddamned things as the first story to be discussed. “Something you would no doubt be at least a 
little familiar with,” she had said in an email to him and his peers.  
He had played through that story in several different sims. He had two favorites, one of 
which had come out during high school. He continued to revisit that one for nostalgia’s sake: it 
allowed you to be another citizen of Verona ranging from a charming pauper to a suave noble of 
another powerful family. The goal was to seduce Juliet, and convince her to abandon her foolish 
plot with Romeo. She could also be whatever age you wanted, which was a plus.  
The second was one where you got to play as Tybalt, and it played a lot like certain 
detective and bodyguard sims. Your goal was to save Juliet from Romeo (having no idea what he 
looks like or when he would choose to make his move) and protect your family’s honor from the 
Montagues without causing political turmoil.  
The professor’s instructions were very simple, however. They were to read an original 
transcript of the play, on whatever textual medium they chose for themselves. They couldn’t 
even watch a passive recreation of the story, which disappointed Callum as he knew there were 
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several decent multi-perspective renderings of the play from back when movie theaters were 
trying to make their final stand against VR.  
Callum was using his position at the desk to search for physical and virtual copies of the 
play, hopefully ones that came with a translation of the play into English that made any kind of 
sense. He gazed over at the virtual check-in monitor, and watched a list of usernames and time 
stamps scroll down rapidly.  
People could transport themselves over to the library through a virtual network and find 
what they were looking for in their own personal library, or skip the nostalgia of looking for a 
copy of a book or sim altogether  and find what they need through menus in whatever world they 
currently found themselves. Many were likely calling virtual texts out of thin air as they were 
lounging on some beach or hiking up some summit effortlessly, perhaps even having it read to 
them by whatever character they imagined.  
All that marked their coming and going were little pings of their username and a time 
stamp on a screen. Sometimes if they had a question and really wanted a human touch, they 
would snap into being right in front of Callum to ask him. It always made him jump.  
That was his job, to be pushed into fight or flight by helpless poltergeists who weren’t 
satisfied with menus. Virtual Intelligences were also available to answer questions in the form of 
a helpful concierge, and Callum even used those with physical bodies to find physical copies of 
books (whenever some ancient hipster like professor Theclan wanted them) or work on basic 
maintenance. However old conservative law dictated that every service institution have at least 
five human employees available for customer service, and Callum was delighted to be that last 
bastion of biotic dignity.  
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One such lost soul burst into form in front of him, and he sucked in a quick breath. She 
had the twitchy mannerisms and frame of a bird, with huge eyes peeping out below blonde bangs 
and a beak of a nose. She presented herself as a cheerleader, complete with two red ponytails and 
the perfect jail bait body. However, there was something about the way her eyes were lit up 
anticipating the impending conversation and the timid way she held her hands together that made 
Callum think she was probably a lot older in default.  
“Hello there!” she said, “I just can’t seem to figure out if the menu is giving me the right 
edition of To Have and Have Not. I’m looking for one that has Ernest himself as a narrator!” she 
said, inhaling audibly after the last word.  
“Larry,” Callum said, “Bring up all copies of the book with Hemingway narrating.”  
Larry, one of the Virtual Intelligences, popped into being just beside the woman. He was 
dressed to look reasonably (but not threateningly) intelligent: business casual with black glasses 
and combed hair.  
“I have for you two virtual copies of To Have and Have Not, with educational 
commentary from Ern-“  
He was interrupted by the woman’s high pitched giggles, and his dialogue paused mid 
word so as not to interrupt her in return.  
“I’m so sorry, this is so embarrassing,” the woman said, looking at Callum and placing a 
hand on his wrist. “I was looking for one with,” she stifled more giggles, “full access to 
Hemingway.”  
Larry gave her a polite grin, freezing for a moment as he tried to process her request.  
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“We don’t have anything like that,” Callum said, “I’m sorry to inconvenience you.”  
The woman pouted with her lower lip. “Aww, rats. Well, thank you anyways, Mr.?”  
“Callum,” Callum said, eyes returning to the monitor.  
She disappeared mid giggle.  
“Do you have any other requests?” Larry asked with the confident grin that always 
accompanied successful problem solving.  
“Stick around, in case someone else comes up in the next 30 seconds and needs 
assistance,” Callum said, purposefully suggesting Larry’s exact programming and nothing more. 
“Certainly,” Larry said, turning attentively to the spot in front of the desk where the 
virtual customers usually appeared, “Would you like to play a game of trivia while we wait for 
guests?”  
Callum sighed. This was one of the roughly ten suggestions Larry had to pass the time 
and “bond” with his human coworkers. Larry was only Virtual Intelligence and not full on 
Artificial Intelligence, and therefore lacked more elegant cognitive functions like the ability to 
register when someone has categorically denied a request to play trivia every time it is presented. 
He had only a limited amount of responses and suggestions to work with, outside communicating 
information about the library’s inventory. 
“Pass,” Callum said. Larry blinked slowly as he deciphered Callum’s response, and 
understood it approximately one and a half seconds later. His head then turned towards the 
monitor that was displaying virtual traffic, preparing to offer one of his casual conversational 
responses.  
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“We sure are popular today!” Callum said before he could, looking at the rapid 
succession of usernames. Larry paused for another two seconds, and then smiled and nodded his 
approval.  
Callum noticed a username that quickly got enveloped by other visitors.  
NitNat43, Entered 3:56pm 
Callum looked out at the empty lobby, and then over at the empty staircase. Larry took a 
second to register his eye movements and then followed Callum’s eyes with his own, head 
craning to see a customer he may have missed.  
“Is there something…” Larry began.  
“Dismissed, Larry,” Callum said, breathing out a sigh of relief as Larry vanished.  
Callum’s intent staring into the empty room in front of him was interrupted by the loud 
report of the front door opening and successive boot falls on the floor. Professor Theclan 
approached the desk, mouth pursed as she tried to place Callum’s face.  
“You’re from intro to storytelling,” she said, “I don’t have the name yet.”  
Callum smiled. “Callum Pagan.”  
She made a face as if she were hit by a gust of wind. “Callum Pagan. I’m assuming 
you’re from Scotland? Perhaps your parents were?”  
Callum shrugged. “I think my family came from there at some point. Someone did DNA 
testing a while back, my dad talked about it when I was little.”  
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She smiled. It still looked unnatural given her black eyeballs, however it looked warmer 
than it had before.  
“It’s an exciting name. It would look good on publications. ‘Mr. Pagan,’ you’d attract 
every eyeliner clad younging ever misunderstood by their parents.”  
Callum chuckled at that. “That is certainly the goal,” he said. “What can I help you with, 
Professor Theclan?”  
She grimaced at the monitor, folding her arms. “I need a physical copy of a certain 
critique of Romeo and Juliet, and that usually means that I need some metal escort.”  
“Sure,” Callum replied, “I’ll call Larry and he’ll be able to figure that out. Larry, physical 
form please.”  
He heard the whirring of wheels as Larry came to life and began to move in the room 
behind him.  
Professor Theclan grimaced. “Walk with me? I can’t stand being alone with the VI’s. 
They’re boring as all hell.”  
“I should probably…” Callum began, but he could tell there would be no arguing with 
her.  
“Sure.”  
“You can put some setting on and pretend it’s a quest,” she said. “Escort the poor old 
lady safely up the mountain.”  
Callum grinned and stood up from his seat. He pulled his conductor off of his head and 
put it down on the desk.  
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Professor Theclan raised an eyebrow. “Ah, a true quest. Finding it without the world 
bending to help you.”  
“I’ll trust Larry,” Callum said. Larry had just then made it out of the back room and was 
scooting around Callum’s desk. In his physical form he was a trashcan on wheels; a simple 
housing for computer parts and two clawed arms that he could use to pull books off of shelves.  
“Hello there, my name is Larry,” he said to the Professor. “What can I help you find 
today?”  
Professor Theclan described the book she was looking for while Callum rounded the 
desk, stealing one last glance at the check in monitor.  
NitNat43. Exited 4:00 pm.  
“Right this way!” Larry piped up, wheeling off towards the end of the lobby.  
“Perhaps you’d like to take the stairs,” Callum suggested as he and Professor Theclan fell 
into step behind the mobile trashcan. “Feel the rewarding burn in your calves.”  
“I’m no savage,” Professor Theclan retorted. “We can take an elevator.”  
They walked over to the elevator doors and called one down.  
“How do you like Romeo and Juliet so far?” she asked.  
“It’s, well, it’s different, because,” he struggled, “it’s traditionally understood as a love 
story, but,” 
“You haven’t started,” she said.  
He sighed. “No, not really. I’ll be getting to that tonight.”  
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“I’m glad to hear it,” she said as the three of them piled into the elevator. Larry closed his 
claw and stretched it out in front of him. He then moved his entire body forward and pressed the 
button for the 6th floor.  
“The peak of efficiency and ingenuity,” Professor Theclan said, gazing down at Larry as 
the doors closed.  
“Thank you very much!” Larry said.  
Professor Theclan tapped her foot on the floor as they ascended. “You must want to blow 
your brains out, working with these things.”  
Callum shook his head. “They’re annoying, but less so than some people I’ve met.”  
Professor Theclan grinned. “You really must have met some dry people.”  
“You could say that.”  
The door opened, beckoning them all out onto the 6th floor. Powerful vents that lined 
where the walls met the floors sucked away dust, hair, and any other traces of its visitors. Other 
machines like Larry but with even less charm were periodically released to dust the shelves and 
obliterate all other forms of uncleanliness. 
“This way,” Larry piped up as he veered off down one of the rows of bookshelves. 
“There’s nothing like the smell of books, is there?” 
Professor Theclan turned towards Callum, and Callum could only shake his head.  
They followed Larry down the row, gazing at all of the glimmering titles as they passed 
by. To preserve the “authenticity” of the older physical copies of books, the library authorities 
had at one point decided to spray them all with a transparent acrylic that hardened and preserved 
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their bindings. This kept the bindings from decaying, but gave them a glossy appearance that 
sometimes even made the titles harder to read if the light caught it at the right angle.  
“So,” Professor Theclan said, “You haven’t read it yet. But I’m sure you’ve at least heard 
of Romeo and Juliet? You’ve probably played in it at one point or another.” 
Callum nodded. “I’ve ran through a couple sims. I really like them! The one where you 
get to play Tybalt is great. It’s a lot like the Game of Thrones sims.”  
“Game of Thrones,” Professor Theclan said, “Gods above. In what way is it like Game of 
Thrones?” 
“Oh, well,” Callum said, “It’s just really medieval political. It’s court politics, lords and 
ladies backstabbing each other, that kind of thing. Your goal is to preserve the honor and name 
of the Capulets.”  
“They would turn Tybalt into some Lannister shmuck,” Professor Theclan said as Larry 
finally seemed to arrive at their destination.  
“Here is the copy you were looking for!” Larry said, extending his stiff arm out in front 
of him. Professor Theclan reached down and plucked the book off of the shelf before Larry could 
shuffle forward to grab it.  
“Much appreciated,” she said, inspecting its glossy cover. “Jesus, these things can be 
blinding.”  
“They’ve invented more matte polymers, but they don’t know how to get the old acrylic 
off without destroying the covers,” Callum replied.  
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Professor Theclan smiled. “They always fuck stuff like that up.” She shot an eyebrow up 
at Callum. “Sorry, I forget myself. But I suppose a Game of Thrones enthusiast wouldn’t be too 
perturbed by ‘the f word.’”  
Callum grinned and shook his head. “Not at all, it’s completely fine.”  
“I’ll escort us back to the lobby, if we’re ready,” Larry said, turning at an angle to face 
both of them as equally as possible.  
“Dismissed, Larry. We won’t get lost.” Callum said. Larry rotated obediently and began 
whirring away towards one of back elevators only meant for machines.  
“Where were we,” Professor Theclan asked, “Oh, that’s right. You were telling me that 
you’ve played the Game of Thrones version of Romeo and Juliet. Where you play Tybalt? And 
what, protect Juliet’s honor?”  
“Basically,” Callum said, “it’s an interesting take on the story. It’s less romantic and 
more…” He couldn’t find the word.  
“Fucked,” Professor Theclan said, “I know you don’t care about these things but bear 
with me here. You know the original story, right?” 
“For the most part, yes,” Callum said, “two rival houses. They’re into each other, but 
their parents and cousins hate each other. They both eventually commit suicide because they love 
each other but they can’t be happy in the lives they’re given.”  
Professor Theclan nodded. “Minus some significant characters and details, that’s the 
basic story. We’ll go through all of this in lecture later, but, think hard, what makes Romeo and 
Juliet stand out from the rest of the characters in the story?”  
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“They do what they want, and not what everyone tells them to,” Callum answered.  
Professor Theclan tilted her head to the side. “Sort of. They’re both resisting the roles 
society gives them. Romeo is passive, emotional, everything archaic ass clowns associated with 
femininity. Juliet is active, cordial, brave, and calculating. She sets things into motion and bears 
the brunt of the risk. That’s why she has the more masculine death.”  
Callum squinted at Professor Theclan, and she rolled her eyes. “Romeo drinks poison, 
sissy way to go. Juliet stabs herself. The details are important. Details you don’t get when you’re 
too busy fucking with the story.” 
Callum nodded his understanding.  
“See how it’s fucked now, that there’s a game where you play as Tybalt, the guy who 
represents what’s expected of men in Verona?” The Professor asked.  
“Yeah, I suppose that is kind of fucked,” Callum said, looking down at his shoes.  
“Rant over,” Professor Theclan said. “You’ll get plenty of that in class. Read the play, 
pay attention to what I said.”  
“I will,” Callum said. They began walking back towards the elevators.  
“Out of morbid curiosity, are the Game of Thrones ones any good at all?” Professor 
Theclan asked.  
Callum smiled and nodded. “Yeah! They’re great, but hard as all hell. Even with little 
cheats I can never get the ending to turn out how I want it to.”  
Professor Theclan shook her head. 
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 Later that night, Callum was in his appearance menu, staring at his own default form in 
the mirror.  
Frankie had invited him to a virtual club, and they planned to meet in ten minutes. It was 
a local club called “the Verge,” but it existed on its own server with limited access to the public. 
Frankie had managed to get a pass for himself and a plus one from some v-porn client, and he 
had offered it to Jacob and Callum but Jacob had said he’d rather throw himself off some roof.  
He could happily do so at the Verge, as its current setting was the top of a skyscraper in 
New York. Last week it had been in Buckingham palace, and before that some place in Italy. 
Frankie had been to it earlier this week, and said that the current location wasn’t exactly 
something to write home about but it was a fun and sexy crowd.  
Frankie would probably go all out, and Callum would probably do the same. He had read 
a little bit of Romeo and Juliet, enough to get the point. He switched over to custom appearance.  
Callum set his height to six foot two, and slender. He made himself the ghostly pale that 
everyone thinks is unhealthy unless it is the skin of a “model” with expensive clothes.  
He sculpted a pointed nose and chin, making his face angular and sharp. He gave himself 
pale red lipstick and red eyebrows. His eyes were the same default brown, and he scrolled 
through his color options. He made it down into the freakier colors, and one stood out.  
All black.  
After selecting it, he blinked and his eyes were soulless and black. They were even 
devoid of irises in the middle. He grinned to himself.  
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He decided to make himself even more of a monster, using some features he had bought 
for various Halloweens and other role playing. He gave himself a third black eye, right in the 
middle of his forehead. It was smaller than the other two, and remained open the entire time. He 
gave himself a head of tiny horns, sticking out of his skull like tiny icebergs. He then selected 
some cat like eyeliner and additional makeup to make his face even sharper. Afterwards he 
donned a black Victorian dress that exposed his shoulders, and made two more horns grow out of 
the top of them.  
When he was done he was an androgynous vampire possessed by the devil. He looked at 
himself with an evil smirk, picking up some of the folds of his dress and letting them go.  
A message popped up from FrankieFrizzlexxx:  
Hey bitch, are you ready to meet there or what? 
Callum replied that he was ready. An invitation to connect to the Verge’s server popped 
up, and he accepted.  
In another instant he felt a rush of cool wind. His eyes watered at the change from a small 
changing room to the view from atop one of the tallest buildings in New York City. The city 
stretched seemingly endlessly in all directions, like a collection of Christmas lights were spread 
over the world.  
The club itself was designed like a New Year’s Eve party the one percent would have. 
Strings of warm lights hung across the roof from poles near the edge on all sides. Tables with 
white and gold cloths held a rainbow of drinks and little pills off to the sides. The middle of the 
roof was a dance floor populated with a variety of creatures.  
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A few of them moved like they were enjoying themselves. Some moved desperately, 
flailing their arms about or standing next to dates and nodding their heads trying their hardest to 
have fun and forget whatever was on their mind. Some moved incoherently, forms more akin to 
seizures than any recognizable dance pattern.   
The music playing was a constant rhythm composed of a variety of synthesizers 
accompanying a powerful and deep beat that Callum felt in his sternum. The music’s vocals were 
vaguely stirring words and phrases repeated in a deep monotone with the beat: 
Stimulate. Invigorate. Push deeper and excavate. 
Participate. Communicate. Bite it and retaliate.  
Shakespeare would have been proud.  
“Woah, holy shit,” Frankie said, “I would have loved a heads up that we were going all 
ooky spooky.”  
Callum turned to Frankie. Frankie of course looked stunning. He was in a blue velvet 
sports coat, with a white shirt and black bow tie. He had shimmering black pants to match and 
high heels. His hair was long and black, and with his darker complexion he looked like a 
masculine Pocahontas who spent way too much time in the club scene.  
Callum smiled at him. “I felt like a change, this feels more me.”  
“God, somehow that’s believable.” Frankie responded, smiling at him and then gazing 
out at the crowd. “A lot going on here actually, you may fit in more than I thought.”  
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It was true, Callum wasn’t standing out nearly as much as he wanted to. The crowd itself 
was pretty diverse, about half of them in a dressed up form of their default skin like Frankie was. 
But the others were monsters.  
Callum saw one woman who appeared as a Hindu Goddess, with six arms and blue skin. 
She was desperately moving her arms in pace with the beat next to a werewolf in a three-piece 
suit who was doing the same thing. He kept licking his chops and she kept taking in sharp 
breaths and touching her face or hair with multiple hands, their eyes locking every couple of 
seconds to make sure the other was still watching them.  
The smell of the entire event was somewhat overpowering, as if every possible surface 
was doused in cologne. It was sharp, masculine, and hot, but not musky. That was what seemed 
strange. The temperature was regulated to prevent everyone from freezing to death (the price of a 
real skyscraper rooftop party), but it also seemed to allow the heat radiating off of everyone’s 
bodies to raise the temperature a couple degrees. It was a damp heat, one that should have 
smelled a bit like a zoo but instead smelled like… sexy fire.  
Callum lowered his head and smelled his own shoulder. He too was covered in this 
bizarre scent, and it almost made him gag.  
“Forget to wear deodorant?” Frankie asked, taking a step forward and pivoting in an 
outstretched ruby red heel to face Callum.  
“Whatever their default scent is is way too fucking strong,” Callum replied. “I’m gonna 
ruin my goddamned mascara.”  
Frankie rolled his eyes so far back Callum thought they would get stuck. “I forgot, you 
would rather everything smell like shit. Can’t have any fun without some medieval realism.”  
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“Some stink can be sexy,” Callum replied, eyeing a tall vampire to his right. She was 
easily half a foot taller than him even wearing one inch heels, with ghostly white skin and a 
crimson velvet dress that trailed on the ground behind her. She was dancing with a boring guy in 
a silver suit. She caught Callum’s eye briefly, and she gave him a look that was half a grin and 
half a snarl. Her eyes were bright orange.  
“You really say the dumbest shit some times,” Frankie said, looking at the same couple.  
He then moved closer to Callum and took Callum’s hands in his own. “My sweet summer 
child, you make it so hard to get you laid,” he said, reaching up with his left hand and gently 
caressing one of Callum’s horns. “But it is my holy mission to make certain that you don’t leave 
this skyscraper alone.”  
He shot a glance to his left, and his hands dropped down to his hips.  
“And that really shouldn’t be hard, given how fucking weird this crowd is. That vampire 
titan over there at least looked at you, I’ll start my crusade there.”  
“Tell her those exact words,” Callum replied, “appeal to her sense of charity.”  
He watched Frankie dance over to the couple, moving with such fluidity and self-
assurance that his intrusion wasn’t even contested that harshly by the guy in the silver suit. He 
danced with Frankie for a couple seconds, comfortable enough in his masculinity to at least look 
like he was having a good time.  
Callum didn’t stay for long; he knew how these crusades went. Frankie always managed 
to seduce everything he touched, but even if he was feeling generous enough to actually 
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introduce Callum to them, they usually politely informed him they needed to go find their 
roommate or another drink after three minutes of conversation.  
Callum began to walk left around the dance floor, the warm mass of monsters to his right 
and packed booths to his left. Most of them were packed full of people gorging themselves on 
the drinks, food, and pills scattered over every flat surface available. VR clubs like this usually 
had all sorts of fun little modifications in the form of pills; slow motion, different color palettes, 
Alice in Wonderland syndrome, whatever further distortion of reality you wanted.  
As he passed by one of the crowded booths, he felt a hand reach out and grab his left 
buttocks firmly. He whirled around to look at the groper.  
She genuinely looked like Goldilocks; she was all of five feet four inches tall and had 
chopped off blond bangs and a little blue sun dress. She was laying on her back and almost 
falling out of the booth, her neck craned uncomfortably backwards to gawk up at him. Her mouth 
was hanging open, gravity summoning a bit of drool down over the left side of her chin. It 
looked like her bloodshot eyes were straining hard to see his face even though it was only a 
couple feet away.  
“Holy…shit,” she said, her voice coming out of her chest and sounding much deeper than 
she probably intended. “Sc…scary.”  
“Sorry about that man,” Callum heard from a gruff voice deeper in the booth. He looked 
up and saw she was accompanied by three grizzly bears, the one sitting next to her wearing a 
white wife beater and jeans. “Come on babe, swallow this,” he said, his massive mouth raining a 
few drops of saliva down on the booth next to her as he reached over and tried to make her drink 
a glass of water. At least, it looked like water.  
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Callum squinted at the bear, and then gently reached down and pushed away the girl’s 
hand. She chuckled to herself as the bear pulled her back up into the booth and made her start to 
drink the water. The other two bears were too busy nuzzling against one another to notice any of 
the ordeal. Callum wrinkled up his nose at all of them as he turned to walk away from the 
booths.  
He knew that safety protocols would pull her out of the VR if she was in any real danger. 
Nobody could have forced her to accept the distortions, and their whole group costume was 
hopefully an indicator of friendship. It still made him feel sick.  
Moving past the last of the booths, he saw stairs leading up to his left. They took him up 
to a platform that was probably meant for a helicopter, but in this place was for something else 
entirely.  
This was the free orgy area. The only tasteful element it had was that the music was 
dialed slightly louder to drown out the various shrieks and groans, but it didn’t really help. They 
also seemed to dispense more of the cologne in this area, and that combined with the even further 
intensified humidity made Callum’s eyes start to water again.  
It was a nightmare; a fever dream. Bodies were slamming against one another at every 
possible point of contact, like various atomic particles without any forces or space to keep them 
apart. It was violent, and loud, or eldritch and awful. He saw at the very front two massive 
spartan like men taking turns punching each other as hard as they could in the face and engaging 
in various acts of intercourse. One fleshless skeleton had pinned another against the ground, their 
bones emitting a strange and awful creaking sound as they ran their teeth over each other’s skulls 
and ribcages. A woman with jet black hair was screaming as her body was seemingly attacked by 
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a massive swarm of butterflies that seemed to vaguely resemble another woman. Various couples 
were rolling around in blood and other fluids, and even further groups were engaged in various 
compromising acts with wildlife that wasn’t even anthropomorphic.  
At the left edge of the pad was a lone couple, both human and relatively simple. She had 
red hair and freckles, he dark skin and a nose ring. He was on his back with his legs hanging off 
the edge, she on top of him and cradling his torso close to hers. They were touching each other in 
various places; their movements were well intentioned but awkward. Every couple of moments 
they would giggle or whisper some sweet nothing to break their own tension, and then go back to 
intensely focusing on performing well for the other. But ever so often, one or both of them would 
glance up at the pulsating mass behind them. Their eyes would widen, and they would quickly go 
back to each other. Callum could tell they were afraid.  
A woman whose every muscle seemed ready to burst off her body threw down her 
partner on the ground in front of Callum. The wind was knocked out of him and he made an 
incredibly hoarse moan as he sucked air back into his lungs. He climbed up onto all fours, giving 
a clear anatomical signal that he had enjoyed the sparring. Callum gazed up at the woman. She 
wiped some sweat off of her brow and spread it on her left breast, sucking in a breath and tilting 
her head up and to the right as an inquiry.  
Callum turned around and walked back down the staircase. The music had slowed its 
tempo while he was up on the platform, introducing notes from a piano for the first time. Several 
couples or groups were squealing with delight as they ran up the stairs past him, some almost 
tripping on the folds of his dress as they tried to tear each other’s clothes off before they got to 
the top. Some didn’t make it to the platform, but they at the very least smashed themselves into 
tight corners to get out of the way of people who still wanted to dance.  
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The dancing was less desperate now, it too had slowed down with the music. It was pretty 
clear who was running up to the platform and who wasn’t, and the couples and that stayed 
behind clearly wanted a more slow and amorous experience than the platform offered. They held 
each other together and swayed, resting their heads on each other’s shoulders or simply keeping 
each other at arm’s length and enjoying their partners’ eyes.  
Those who hadn’t secured a platform partner or a dance partner haunted various corners 
and edges, clicking away in menus or sitting down and swaying their heads to the music. Callum 
walked again past the booths to find Frankie. He saw a glimpse of him in one of the ending 
booths, smashed in between the guy who used to be wearing a silver suit and the similarly 
undressed vampire. He was right where he belonged. 
Callum picked up the folds of his dress and wandered back the way he came, this time 
passing the stairs that lead up to the platform and walking to the back end of the roof. He gazed 
over the edge at the city below. It was surprisingly dark, even with various windows on the 
surrounding buildings being lit up and all of the electric and neon advertisements closer to the 
bottom. He could see cars crawling down the streets at the bottom and even pedestrians, but he 
didn’t hear honking or shouting. The only thing he could hear was the music, which even now 
had faded with the distance he put between himself and the dance floor. A gentle breeze touched 
his cheeks and lifted folds of his dress. He breathed it in and gazed out at the moon and its 
reflection on the distant river.  
He thought for a moment about jumping. It was a fun little mini game most VR 
environments like this had: you could jump off and just before the end it would teleport you safe 
and sound back up to the roof. Some of the funnier ones would even provide you with a menu 
full of little details about the fall, including the distance you fell and what would have happened 
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to you had you hit the pavement. However, if you were showing signs of clear emotional distress 
or you did it too often, you would be pulled out of VR and promptly provided with the suicide 
prevention hotline and other various online resources. More companies covering their asses.  
While he was considering whether or not to fall forward, he caught something out of the 
corner of his eye. There was a kind of dark shimmer, like the moonlight was catching something 
transparent in a bizarre way. He at first thought he had imagined it, but there it was again; some 
phantom glimmer that betrayed movement. He took a step back from the ledge and looked at it. 
Whatever it was, it was tucked away on a corner of the roof, behind another metallic staircase 
that might have been yet another path up to the platform.  
Callum considered whether or not to pursue it. Parties like this generally didn’t involve 
Easter Eggs or special content of any kind, although most authors had one or two secrets tucked 
away. What was more likely was that he had probably caught nothing, some glitch in the system. 
Or worse, some bizarre couple fucking as ghosts.  
Whatever it was, it would make some interesting story. His curiosity got the better of 
him, and he walked toward it along the edge of the roof. His heels were making it difficult, and 
the occasional awkward step or shift sent a shock up his spine and quickened his breath. He 
knew that he wasn’t in any danger, but there was no way to convince his body that it didn’t need 
to fear falling. As he got to the metal staircase, he gripped it tightly for balance and maneuvered 
around it.  
The ghost shimmered on the corner of the roof, seeming to ooze off of it on one side. It 
was some kind of dark mass, one that seemed to both emit its own glow and fade into the night 
sky.  
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It seemed to register his presence. It moved to face him, and in this movement he saw its 
form. It had a torso, and two arms which it planted on the roof to steady itself. Its legs (or 
whatever it had for a lower half) were hanging over the edge, and he thought he could make out 
two orange glowing eyes peering at him from somewhere above its torso.  
It was her. Or at least, someone with her skin.  
He took a tentative step forward, and the faint stars that decorated her body became even 
more apparent. Her hair seemed like the same length as it was in the Crooked Creek, although it 
was hard to tell. She pulled her legs up over the edge and brought herself up to a crouching 
position, planting both hands on the ground to steady herself.  
“Hello!” Callum said, wincing at the volume of his own voice. She stood up straight, the 
edges of her figure still slightly distorted by the night around her. He squinted and saw her hair 
fall loosely down her back on the left and down past her breast on the right. Making out her 
expression was impossible, even as he took another tentative step forward so that they were no 
more than fifteen feet away from each other. He could only see that her supernova pupils were 
gazing at him, hardly blinking.  
“Hey,” she said. It was quiet, and somehow both uncomfortable and forceful. Perhaps it 
was just disinterested? He hadn’t really seen her lips move, and therefore his mind was trying to 
fill the gaps of where the sound came from exactly. It almost sounded like her voice came from 
behind her, like it was coming out of the air itself and not her head.  
“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said, “but, were you…fuck.” 
He shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose between his right thumb and index 
finger.   
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“There’s no way to say this without it being weird. Were you at the Crooked Creek a 
couple nights ago? I think I saw your skin there… it’s… recognizable.”  He calculated the actual 
downsides of flinging himself off the roof and then running away once he was reset.  
“I was,” the night answered. She took a step forward, resting her left hand on her hip. Her 
eyes and face became clearer, her brow narrowed in a questioning glance. “But, I don’t 
remember anyone looking even a little bit like you.” Her voice now had a mouth to go along 
with it, he was beginning to become accustomed to its tones. It was somewhat nasally and shrill, 
but not in an unattractive way. He imagined her having a small round face with a relatively 
prominent nose in default.  
“I, uh, I had a different skin on. I was with two other guys, we were all pretty plain 
looking,” Callum responded.  
She took another step forward, and now her form was distinct from the night around her. 
He could see the contours of her cheeks, and the soft cosmic peaks that formed her lips that were 
pursed in a sort of frown. Her hair was curly, but her skin made it the same texture (a galaxy 
encased in a smooth stone) as her body, and that made it difficult to distinguish where her hair 
ended and her body began, even up close. She was slender and tall, only shorter than him by a 
couple of inches (and he was in monstrous heels.)  
“Were you the guy who pushed his friend into the edge?” She asked.  
Callum meant to laugh, but the sound came out more like a giggle.   
“Actually, I was the guy getting pushed.”  
Hand, 61 
“Tragic,” she said, and for the first time he thought he saw a grin form at the corners of 
her mouth. “Are you always this horny at clubs?”  
Callum’s eyes shot down, and as they did he heard her chuckling to herself. He looked 
back up at her, and saw that she was pointing a star-studded finger at the top of his head.  
“Horny, get it?” she said, poking her own head with the same finger. She chuckled and 
looked out across the city. “I thought it was funny.”  
Callum laughed, nervously but genuinely.  
She took another step towards him, close enough now to reach out and touch him, which 
she did. It was as if space itself was reaching out to grab him, a black arm swirling with 
thousands of tiny stars and birth marks made of nebulas. He registered her gentle touch on the tip 
of one of his horns, feeling the slight difference in pressure on the top of his skull.  
“Is the eye functional?” she asked, trailing her finger down and wiggling it in front of his 
third eye. “Is it some kind of distortion?”  
Before he could answer, she reached forward and touched the eye with the tip of her 
index finger. The eye was purely cosmetic, and so her movement resulted in nothing more than a 
gentle warm pressure in the middle of his forehead. But, it was disconcerting to Callum that her 
first instinct was to gouge out his eye.  
“It’s cosmetic, but thank you so much for jabbing it just to make sure,” Callum replied, 
leaning backward slightly to create distance between him and her finger.  
“Very edgy,” she said, returning her outstretched hand to her hip. “There’s a hole where 
your heart lies, and you can see it with your third eye.”  
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“Are you a poet?” Callum fumbled, searching through his memory to find out if he had 
heard that before.  
She shook her head and giggled again. “No, Jesus no. It’s an old song.”  
Callum grinned. “I think it fits. I’m a scary monster who goes to social events trying to 
find…” his train of thought derailed, with no survivors. “I don’t even know where I was going 
with that.”  
“I get it,” she said, brushing a strand of space behind her ear. “You’re not like all the 
other monsters here.”  
“Yeah, I’m far more boring,” Callum said, gazing up at the far edge of the platform high 
above them. “I don’t have a bear trap for a penis, or four legs, or anything like that.”  
She chuckled, this time clearly mocking him. “No, you just have an extra eye and some 
horns.”  
“That’s fair,” Callum replied. Their conversation threatened to settle into an awkward 
silence, so he spat out words.  
“What brings you to this dark corner? Taking a breather?”  
She smiled, looking up at the platform. “Sure, it was getting a bit stuffy up there. I’m just 
trying to rally before I get back in the ring.”  
“It couldn’t possibly be that you’re also trying to stand out,” Callum said, somewhat 
horrified at his own bravery.  
She rolled her eyes, turning her back on him and taking a couple steps closer to the edge.  
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“Yes, I’ve been waiting for a three eyed demon to seek me out here in the dark.”  
“It has to be better than being upstairs,” Callum replied, taking a step towards her. It was 
as if her personal universe had its own gravity, tugging his body towards her.  
“And why is that?” she said, still not facing him. “I could have pretty much whatever I 
wanted upstairs. You could too.”  
“Well, maybe what I want isn’t upstairs,” he said.  
She turned towards him, hand on hip and eyebrow arched. “Wow, nice one.”  
Callum swirled his right hand in front of his own face, and then took a deep bow.  
“I genuinely think that at least deserves knowing your username.” 
She shook her head, crossing her arms and shifting her weight onto her right leg. “You 
first.”  
He pulled up his own menu, finding the setting to reveal his username to everyone within 
a 10 foot radius. It appeared half a foot above his head in white ethereal letters.  
PrincePagan  
They both stared up at his username for what felt like a long time. She was the first one to 
break the silence.  
“That’s…well…”  
“My actual last name is Pagan,” Callum interjected, “I promise I’m not that much of a 
loser.”  
She chuckled at that.  
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“I was going to say it fits the outfit,” she said, “my friends would get a kick out of you.”  
“Where are they now?” Callum asked, shifting nervously at the prospect of having to face 
a group of inquisitive strangers.  
“One of them is up on the platform with one of the hosts of this thing. I try and go out to 
V-clubs every once in awhile to sate them, but id really rather go to a story sim, or at the very 
least somewhere more quiet.”  
“Ah,” Callum replied, “who is even hosting this? I also came here with someone who’s 
fucked one of them.”  
“Some local club manager, I really don’t know.” she replied, “they have a nice interior 
designer though.”  
“That they do,” he said, gazing out once again at the skyline. “I’ve only ever been to New 
York in VR, I hope it’s accurate.”  
“Maybe it’s better,” she said, turning to him and crinkling up her nose. “Would you really 
want to smell New York right now?”  
“It wouldn’t be too bad up here. Better than the managers’ favorite shitty cologne,” 
Callum said.  
Their conversation was interrupted by a brief crescendo of the dance floor’s music behind 
them. Guessing from the hollering and the new additions of brass instruments to the floor’s 
ensemble, Callum guessed that a large group of people had finished upstairs and wanted to have 
a bit more fun before they went wherever they were going next.  
“Do you like dancing?” he asked.  
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“Yes!” she replied, “I think it’s fun when you’re with the right person.”  
“Is that my cue to leave, or?”  
“God, shut up,” she said, moving forward and taking him by the hand. Her touch was 
perplexingly warm. She seemed to be radiating her own solar energy, conducting it through skin 
that was inhumanly smooth. Her smaller hand wrapped around three of his fingers as she pulled 
him back towards the floor. 
 As he had suspected, the floor was flooded with the same pack of monsters that had 
writhed across its surface an hour ago, only this time their movements were much more 
coordinated. Brass was flaring, and lines of monsters were striding across the floor in a 
structured ballroom dance, something involving quick steps and swinging hips. 
 The dancers were surrounded by a group of onlookers yelling and clapping to the beat. 
Some grabbed their dates’ hands and seemed to join the dance perfectly on beat, their trots 
falling into sync with those around them.  
“Shit,” he almost yelled above the roaring crowd, “I don’t know any ballroom dances.”  
“It’s ok!” she yelled back in his ear, “it’s a subroutine! They’re new!”  
“What?” he yelled. She grabbed him by the wrist and charged towards the floor, pulling 
him behind her. She was petite but powerful, pushing ecstatic onlookers out of the way with ease 
and pulling Callum through the openings.  
“Hey!” he yelled as they broke out onto the floor, “I’m going to embarrass…”  
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Time seemed to stop when his foot hit the floor. He lost control of his body, nerve by 
nerve, limb by limb. Some outside force was paralyzing him, and for a moment he thought he 
was dying. He lost control of his legs and thought he was going to crash to the floor.  
“Who the hell has a heart attack in VR?” he thought frantically, “fuck! Fuck fuck fuck 
fuck fuck!”  
The last one came out of his lips, he still seemed to have control over those. Then time 
started to move again. It moved at break neck speed, and yanked his body with him.  
“It’s ok!” he heard her yell to him, “it dances us!”  
His limbs were now servants of another mind. His feet yanked forward on time with the 
beat, clopping down in perfectly synchronized stomps with the rest of the crowd. The hands that 
were no longer his shot forward and caught hers in midair. Their four disobedient arms pulled 
the two of them close together, their fingers interlocking gracefully. He could feel her palms on 
his, her heat quickly causing him to sweat.  
Even his hips were moving with an energy and rhythm he had never taught them. They 
swung their way across the floor in circles, his right hand every once in awhile reaching out to 
caress the small of her back. He tried to keep looking her in the eyes and smile, but it was a 
nauseating undertaking. It was like having to watch something on a screen someone was shaking 
in front of you.   
“Hey!” she yelled, sensing his frustration. She was beaming from ear to ear, seemingly 
enjoying the prospect of being a marionette. “Look at us!” she giggled, shooting a glance out at 
the crowd.  
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His head being one of the only faculties still under his control, he craned it to look at the 
throb of onlookers. Behind the line of gawkers were a layer of couples seemingly fighting about 
whether or not they should join, or arguing about who should join with who. Beyond them were 
those who still managed to find a date, nodding along to the music and holding their own hands 
together. And beyond them were the people who hadn’t finished fucking.  
Callum tried to look back at her. She was still giggling, looking down at their feet as they 
gracefully swung around one another. He still felt sick, but he was beginning to enjoy it. He 
learned when his body was going to turn and he turned his head with it, meeting her gaze with 
every dip and turn. He grinned like a damn fool whenever his body performed a particularly 
eloquent move, exhaling pleased breaths from the effort that was not his.  
Then, the world shattered. They all froze completely, their hands an inch apart as they 
had split off and were about to come back together. He couldn’t move at all; his eyes were fixed 
slightly to her left and could not be moved. He strained to move any part of his body, his 
thoughts falling into a cacophony of cuss words and frantic cries.  
His body was in complete stasis. He screamed in his own head, begging himself with 
frantic feverish thoughts to just look to the right and see her again. Monsters and morons were 
frozen all around him, tongues lolling out of their mouths, eyes widened, teeth glimmering in the 
light of the dancefloor. The audio had frozen on one awful note that was playing continuously, a 
hideously sharp sound that threatened to melt his mind.  
In his mind he was whimpering. His thoughts were unravelling into meaningless sounds 
and shapes. The continuous note stretched to the ends of time itself, wrapping together with his 
thoughts in an eternally disjointed scream.  
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He slammed against the floor of his dressing room. He screamed loudly, jerking his 
hands up to touch his face. 
“Fuck! FUCK!”  
He launched himself to his feet and grabbed the horns on his head, sobbing 
uncontrollably now. He turned his gaze to the mirror in front of him.  
“The Verge” has experienced an error.  
He sucked in a deep, shaky breath, resting his hand on his stomach as he exhaled.  
His heart was still beating way too fast, and he felt buried in the folds of his black dress. 
His legs were numb from the odd angle he had fallen on them, and he tried as quickly as he 
could to find the exit menu and pull out of VR.  
He was then sitting in his living room.  
He reached up and yanked the Conductor off of his head, dropping it to the floor beside 
his chair. He could feel one or two tears at the bottom of his eye socket, waiting for one more 
panicked thought to push them over the edges of his cheeks. He reached up and wiped them off 
on the back of his hand, sucking in another breath and looking up at himself in the mirror.  
His eyes had regained their whites and amber irises, looking a tad bloodshot from 
everything that had just occurred. His horns had vanished, replaced by curly redish brown hair 
that fell around his face in sweaty tendrils. His facial hair of the same color had grown longer in 
the past couple days, hanging off his pale jawline like juvenile moss.  
That had been the worst crash he had ever experienced. Errors were somewhat common 
with newer tech, especially when it was designed by newer untested or independent developers. 
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Usually they were simple bugs, like a weird sound or a distorted shape that one simply had to 
look away from. Sim failures could also occur when an issue arose with software, but there were 
normally safeguards to quickly pull people out of the simulation as it tore itself apart around 
them.  
For whatever reason, the Verge’s fail safes hadn’t worked. Callum shuddered as that 
single ear-shattering bit of audio seemed to buzz in the back of his mind. He sat for several 
minutes in his chair, clenching and unclenching his fists to see if he would lose them again.  
When he finally felt that he had more control over his own body, he peered down at his 
phone on the table next to him. A notification icon was blinking in and out of the blackness in 
the top right corner of the screen. Callum felt exhaustion weighing down on him like a 
comforter, but he picked up the phone anyways and unlocked it.  
The first notification was from an owner of the Verge:  
Dear Valued Guest,  
 On behalf of me and my staff, we are so unbelievably sorry for the error you 
experienced in our virtual club The Verge. As many of our staff members were caught in the 
same error, we understand just how frightening the experience was. An unforeseen error in the 
coding of our new Ballroom Dancing Subroutines created a massive exception that resulted in 
the unfortunate experience you had to endure. To apologize for such a devastating visit to our 
virtual facility, we have refunded the price of a ticket to your Virtual Credit Account. We have 
also given every username on our server at the event of the crash exclusive access to all of our 
virtual merchandise. We are so sorry for breaching your trust, but we hope to gain it back by 
providing you with safer service at your next visit.  
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Respectfully, 
The Verge Team.  
Callum spat down onto his phone’s screen. He then realized what a stupid idea that was 
and wiped the saliva off on his sweatpants. 
 He wished more than anything else they had sent a tasteful little “Please God, don’t sue 
us!”, but he knew that no edgy and exotic nightlife company would ever have the humility to do 
so.  
The second notification was a request for Callum to rate The Verge. Callum chose zero 
out of five stars, and then, after a lot of inner debate, settled on “Fuck all of y’all” for the 
optional comment. 
After it was done, he cradled his phone in both hands, gently caressing the glass screen 
with his thumbs. With full control of his body, he had to admit he had enjoyed dancing with her. 
In the final moments before the crash he had felt childish glee while watching himself dance with 
the best skin the club had to offer. He had noticed the sad loners and the bickering couples’ eyes 
following his movements and envying him from a distance, and it felt good. Having been one of 
them only an hour before, he was grateful for the change in perspective.  
But how the hell was he supposed to find her now?  
Privacy code dictated that there was no way to find someone’s username without their 
permission, even if you had been speaking with them. The Verge wouldn’t dare hand him the 
information either; they had enough liability on their hands.  
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He got up from his chair, and began to pace back and forth in front of it squeezing his 
phone between his hands. What were his other options? Could he ask Frankie to get a list of 
everyone the hosts slept with in the hopes of finding her friend?  
He thought about waiting in the Crooked Creek to see if she showed up. It wasn’t the 
worst place to spend all of his free time; maybe in waiting for her he’d meet someone else and be 
just as happy.  
Maybe he should just buy the galaxy skin for Mina or some other v-companion.  
In the end he was somewhat annoyed that she had seen his username before they had 











The next Thursday, Callum had an autocar take him to Jacob and Rachel’s house. It was a 
cheap piece of crap shoved into the edge of a forest, with a gravel driveway that autocars always 
had a bit harder of a time navigating.  
The house itself was a tiny ranch-style with faded yellow paint and a “garage” that 
consisted of a sheet metal roof that stretched out from the left side and was supported by two 
rusty metal columns. In the absence of a car were years worth of junk, cardboard boxes, animal 
cages, and other oddities with a narrow access path carved right through the middle.  
As he exited the car, he heard several different animals crying out as they registered his 
presence inside the house. There was a fat black cat sunning itself on one of the beige concrete 
steps leading up to the door, it had a stupid name like “Tibby” or “Tubby” but Callum couldn’t 
remember what it was.  
Besides a couple whips of its tail, it barely seemed to register his presence as he walked 
up to the front door. He wondered if black cats were still bad luck if they were too fat to move 
off of your path.  
He knocked once or twice, and heard several more booming barks from within, followed 
by a squawk of the bird.  
Jacob opened the door, flannel-clad and ruggedly handsome as always. As Callum 
embraced him, he saw Rachel behind Jacob in the living room.  
She was holding a dog back by the collar with each hand, both of them big and ugly. The 
one she was holding with her left hand was an English bulldog with a dead eye and white jowls 
that dragged on the floor, the other was a larger black and tan leopard hound. Callum didn’t 
recognize either of these dogs from when he had visited last month.  
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Jacob led Callum into the house and closed the door. The home had the kind of musky 
odor that was tolerable in correlation to how much you liked the animals that lived there. The 
once white carpet was marred by smears of dirt and other bits of gunk that Callum didn’t want to 
analyze.  
The old Cockatoo named Snowy was sitting at his perch in the far right corner, flapping 
his wings and yelling various obscenities at Callum.  
“Pussy!” Snowy cried, “Butt-Fuck!”  
Jacob was chuckling as he turned to Callum. “S’s are hard, but we’ve been working on 
it.”  
“Have I mentioned how much I hate him?” Rachel asked as Callum approached her.  
“Only every time I come over,” Callum said, smiling as he leaned forward and embraced 
her with his right arm. He felt both the dogs burying their noses into his shins, and hesitated for a 
couple seconds before reaching down and patting their heads. Upon his touch the big brown one 
lifted his head to meet him, but the bulldog recoiled and snorted.  
“I don’t remember these two,” he continued, “although I have to say, I’m glad the little 
rat-dog is gone.”  
“Oh shut up!” Rachel said, “Winnie was precious! I was so excited when we found 
someone to take care of her.”  
“And I was fucking ecstatic,” Jacob chimed in, moving out of the living room and into 
the kitchen, “if I had my heel nipped one more time, we were gonna take her to a farm.”  
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“Oh don’t be mean!” Rachel called after him, finally letting go of the two mutts. They 
seemed to be content in continuing to snort at Callum’s sweatpants and sneakers as Rachel 
beckoned him to sit down on a faded beige suede couch behind them.  
“Do they have names, or are they feral strays you found right before I came over?” 
Callum said, making Rachel purse her lips.   
Rachel was somehow both plain looking and incredibly charming. She had a figure that 
was short and soft, with wide hips and small stocky arms that were always holding some animal 
or fixing some problem. She had dirty blonde hair that was always pulled back over her ears in a 
frizzy pony tail or bun, and her face was round and sweet. She smiled to reveal her perfectly 
white teeth.  
“This is Buzz,” she said, patting the bulldog on the head. “Buzz because of how he was 
thrashing some chickens over in Wilsborough like a buzz saw. Nobody claimed him, he was 
probably some affluent bitch’s who got him as a puppy and then didn’t want him once she found 
out…” her eyes shot up at Callum, “sorry, that was rude.”  
“You forget who you’re talking to,” Callum said, patting her on her shoulder. “I would 
have said worse.”  
Rachel grinned at that. “Fine! But yeah, I got an alert on my phone that someone dropped 
him off at a pound there and they were just gonna kill him, considering he was kind of 
aggressive.”  
“How long ago was this?” Callum said, eyeing the dog warily.  
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“A week or two ago. But he’s doing great!” Rachel replied. Buzz was staring up at both 
of them, the crooked yellow teeth of his lower jaw reaching out from under his lips.  
“Yeah, he looks well adjusted,” Callum replied while inching away from him on the sofa, 
“what about this other one?”  
The larger brown dog was now standing with its head in her lap, panting as she grabbed a 
loose hold of his ears and scratched behind them. Up close Callum noticed that the dog had grey 
around its muzzle and eyebrows, and it was a lot older than Callum originally thought.  
“This is Sam! He was at the pound when we went to get Buzz. He’s the sweetest guy on 
the planet, but the office assistant was telling me that he was also probably going to be put down 
soon. Less people are coming in to adopt stray dogs every year, and far less are coming in to 
adopt older dogs.”  
She kissed Sam on his forehead and pulled him closely to her chest, which he seemed 
content with despite the fact that she was stretching the skin across his face.  
“We might be stuck with these two for a while,” Rachel continued, “we want to adopt 
Sam for sure, but we’re going to try to find a home for Buzz. There has to be someone in the 
South who still has ugly dogs hanging outside their farm or junkyard.”  
“He’ll be a tough sell,” Callum replied, “but I’ve seen uglier. I had a sim recently with a 
dog in it that was kind of cool. He was basically a big husky-wolf. Very sweet, made me want to 
go out and get a dog.”  
“I think you should stick with your virtual dogs,” Rachel said.  
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“Yeah!” Jacob chimed in from inside the kitchen, “what’s your dog going to do for the 23 
hours a day you’re off in porn land?”  
“Lay next to me and get fat and happy,” Callum replied, craning his neck to see into the 
kitchen. “What are you trying to create in there?”  
“You don’t have to be Bourdain to throw some chicken and veggies on a pan with olive 
oil, spaz,” Jacob called back.  
“I’m gonna make sure he doesn’t burn down your lovely place,” Callum said, patting 
Sam on the head as he got up. He took a step to the left, attempting to give Buzz a wide berth as 
the dog was still eyeing him with his one good eye. In doing so he bumped into Snowy’s perch, 
making the bird flap his wings angrily and shriek: 
“Ass! Fucking Ass!”  
Sam turned and barked at the bird. His bark was deep, fearsome, and alarming coming 
from the animal that had thus far been very tranquil. His interjection prompted a growl from 
Buzz, and the two began to snarl at each other, lowering their heads and showing yellow teeth to 
one another. The additional excitement prompted another angry response from the bird, this time 
voiced through an English word.  
“Kiss!”  
The bird had yelled it like it was one of his favorite cuss words, throwing his head back 
and puffing his feathers out. He continued to squawk nonsensical syllables at the two dogs as 
Rachel quickly fell upon the both of them and broke them up with stern but gentle tut-tuts. 
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Callum gave her a cringing smile as he moved around them and into the kitchen, watching as she 
separated them with her hands on their respective chests.  
The smell in the kitchen was actually quite pleasant. He smelled the chicken cooking in 
some kind of spice, although his palette was not nearly refined enough to determine what it was. 
It was a small rectangular room, with the counterspace, sink, dishwasher, refrigerator, and 
cupboards all placed next to one another on the far wall. To Callum’s left was a circular wooden 
table with four seats, every single leg of which had been thoroughly chewed on. To his right was 
another table, a square one piled almost to the ceiling with various animal food and supplies. The 
floor was a faded white tile that (despite looking in some areas like barbed wire had been 
dragged across it) was somehow cleaner than the “white” carpet in the living room. This was not 
including the far right corner that contained four bowls for food and water, every single one of 
them dripping with a mix of water and drool.  
“Rachel’s breaking up world war 3,” Callum said to Jacob as he walked in. Jacob was 
squatting down on the floor just as Rachel had been when Callum left her, but instead of 
breaking up a dogfight he was gingerly holding the oven door open to check on his masterpiece. 
Jacob really was a handsome guy, even in default. He had a broad face and a strong jaw, with 
short and spiky black hair and a chin strap beard that was the same color. Underneath his red and 
black flannel he was wearing a white tank top which he always referred to as his precious “wife-
beaters,” a name that always prompted a pinch or flick from Rachel.  
“There’s always something like that in the fucking zoo we live in,” Jacob said, closing 
the oven and standing up. “Beer?”  
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“Sure, thank you,” Callum replied, sitting down at the kitchen table as Jacob opened the 
stuffed refrigerator and fished out a glowing golden bottle. He reached out and handed the beer 
to Callum, then picking up a bag of baby carrots and some cheese sticks that had fallen out of the 
fridge  
“The bird still doesn’t like me,” Callum continued, “I would like to think I’m not too 
much of a stranger at this point. We should be friends, fuck is our mutual favorite word.”  
“He’s been ornery with the new strays,” Jacob said, sitting down at the kitchen table with 
his own beer. “I have too. I mean, shit, I like dogs and all, but these two are something else.”  
“Just when you got rid of the little shaved rat,” Callum said, turning to face the living 
room. The snarls had died down, and now the only things he could hear were the babying noises 
Rachel was making and an occasional squeak from Snowy.  
“I almost miss Winnie, to be completely honest with you,” Jacob replied, lowering his 
voice, “she was a shitty little yapper but she didn’t take up that much space in the bed. I could 
sweep her to a corner with my leg and actually spoon with Rachel every once in a while.”  
“God damn, that’s what, third base for you all?” Callum whispered, grinning as Jacob 
gave him a look.  
“Talk shit to me when you’re sleeping in an actual bed with an actual woman,” he 
whispered back.  
“V-porn is better than having to sleep next to the one eyed chicken muncher,” Callum 
replied.  
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“Oh please, that ugly little bowling ball goes in the kennel. It’s Sam who’s the third 
wheel. Don’t get me wrong, he’s stupid sweet. I actually do want to keep him as a pet, he can 
actually come out hiking with us and catch balls and shit. But, she wants him in the bed between 
us every god damn night, and he’s 92 pounds. We have a queen, but god almighty if he doesn’t 
take up the whole thing and push us off the sides.”  
Callum grinned. “Didn’t she say once that she couldn’t go to sleep if she had something 
making her too hot?”  
Jacob rolled his eyes sky high and took a large sip of his beer.  
“Yeah,” he leaned in and whispered even softer, “I overheat her if I’m resting my hand 
on her side, but a hundred pound animal that smells like ass can be crushing her under his belly 
and licking her face and she goes to sleep like a fucking baby.”  
“You’re being cuckolded by a senior citizen,” Callum said, matching Jacob’s nearly 
silent whisper. “I will never understand how someone is ok with sleeping in the same bed but not 
any kind of touching.” 
“She keeps the old God,” Jacob replied, shaking his head. “Sex is something we have to 
wait for the ring for. But she likes having two incomes and a bigger house to support all of God’s 
creatures. You know her, she thinks it’s her spiritual purpose.”  
“It makes her so god damn endearing,” Callum said.  
“Yeah, I mean obviously I love her with all my heart and all that,” Jacob replied.  
“Sometimes true love means you have to jack off in the shower,” Callum replied. Jacob 
reached out and smacked his arm so that some beer spilled out and onto Callum’s lap.  
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“Ass wipe,  these are my nice sweatpants!” Callum exclaimed, prompting Rachel to come 
into the kitchen with the two dogs at her heels.  
“What on earth is going on here?” she said, placing a hand on Callum’s shoulder as she 
surveyed the beer dripping off his chair and the table. 
Callum rested his left hand over hers and looked into her eyes. “I complemented your 
hair, and he got insecure and hit me. He thinks we’re going to run away together.”  
She grinned at him and squeezed his shoulder. “Oh, we totally are. Us, Sam, Buzz, 
Snowy, the fish, and Tibby! We’re going to stay in his three room apartment.”  
“Tibby!” Callum said, “can’t forget Tibby. Do you have paper towels or something?”  
“Please, we have dogs,” Jacob said. Buzz and Sam began to happily lap up the beer off 
the floor and chair legs as if on cue.  
Rachel sat down in the chair between Jacob and Callum. “Would I be booting anyone out 
of your apartment, Callum?” she asked.  
“You kidding?” Callum said, “all my hundreds of sweethearts can fit into a little 
conductor case.”  
“Oh shut up, have you met anyone real recently?” she pressed. “We want to go for a 
serious hike and picnic before it gets two cold, and we’d rather that be a double date than a 
tricycle situation.”  
Callum chuckled at that, sipping the remainder of his beer before responding. “No one 
calls it a ‘tricycle situation,’ and if you two would just get some better Conductors the four of us 
could hike up Mount Everest while it is 60 degrees tomorrow night.”  
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“Where’s the character in that?” Rachel said with pouty lips.  
“You’re right,” Callum said, “I’m actually done with VR for a bit. Me and Frankie went 
through the shittiest crash I’ve ever experienced a couple nights back.”  
“He told us about that,” Jacob said. “You’re lucky you’re not a vegetable.”  
“It was awful. I couldn’t move a thing, and the audio glitched so that all I could hear was 
this fucking awful repeat. It felt like I was stuck there for so long…”  
Rachel shook her head and shuddered. “I’m never doing anything like that, ever. It makes 
me angry that we have to use them so much for school.”  
“Yeah, but,” Callum chimed in, “wouldn’t you rather be cutting open a dog that doesn’t 
exist and can’t feel pain than having to learn from one in real life?”  
“They don’t even give them collars or names!” Rachel said, “I mean I guess I’d start 
crying if they had a name and all that, but still! I just wonder who they are the entire time the 
professor is trying to show me their anatomy.”  
“I hate how it’s gotten into everything, man,” Jacob said. “What if there was some 
emotional education or something that came with having to work on actual animals?”  
“Emotional education? You mean character?” Callum retorted, “I don’t know. I’m worn 
out by it now, I don’t even have the strength to be an apologist. The crash actually happened 
right when I was meeting someone real.”  
“Someone real!” Rachel exclaimed, “Well, why didn’t you say so earlier?! Who were 
they?”  
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“You sure she wasn’t a prostitute AI? My buddy told me they put those out there in a lot 
of clubs,” Jacob said.  
Callum gave him a look. “If she was, then they based her off the girl with the galaxy skin 
we saw at the bar the other night. She even claimed that was her.”  
Jacob arched his eyebrow. “No shit? Well, that was God leading you to her, my friend.”  
Rachel slapped him on his arm.  
“You’re being an ass, but that could actually be true,” she said. “Jacob was telling me 
about how pretty she was.”  
“I said she had a cool skin,” Jacob said, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “with 
my shitty Conductor she was probably pretty low resolution compared to Callum’s.”  
“Mhmm,” Rachel said, eyeing him the same way. “But really, Callum, you all talked? 
What did she say?”  
“She actually liked my skin too. That was most of it. I was wearing something scary, 
you’d absolutely hate it, Rachel,” Callum replied.  
“Well, if it worked, who cares?” Rachel responded. “Did you get her name?”  
“No. The crash cut us off before I could. We were dancing together when it happened.” 
Callum shook his head. “She has mine, but I haven’t heard anything.”  
“That’s shitty, man. I’m sorry,” Jacob said. Callum was grateful he didn’t add in a jab 
about how this is what happens in VR.  
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“It happens. Hell, me and Natalie spooned on her futon one night and she disappeared 
without a trace one day,” Callum said.  
“I see her all the time, actually,” Rachel chimed in. “I stick my tongue out at her when 
her back is turned.”  
Callum smiled at her.  
“I appreciate your undying loyalty,” he said.  
The old microwave plugged in between two cupboards above the sink beeped, and “0:00” 
blinked in green digits on its tiny screen.  
“That’s my cue,” Jacob said. He stood up and walked over to the oven, turning off both it 
and the timer. Callum made the motion to get up and grab his own plate, but Rachel shooed him 
back down and got up herself.  
Callum watched as the two of them set about creating dinner. Rachel poured tiny servings 
of red wine into plastic cups that looked like they were meant more for soda. Jacob pulled out the 
pan of chicken and various peppers and broccoli, and the room filled with a savory aroma. 
Callum wanted to drool like the two dogs were at their feet.  
Rachel and Jacob made three servings together, he making small comments about the 
little things he did to the chicken to make it taste better and she offering little encouraging 
“mhmms” as she pulled out silverware. At one point he muttered something under his breath and 
she turned red, slapping him hard on the bicep and prompting a cry of pain from him that they 
both ended up giggling at.  
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The three of them ate together at the table, Jacob and Callum taking the time to catch up 
while Rachel ate with a fork in her right hand and fed the dogs little chunks of food out of her 
her left palm. Occasionally Snowy shrieked in the other room, discontent with the lack of 
attention he was receiving.  
Callum thought about the girl full of stars. He thought about where they would eat dinner, 
given the chance. Perhaps a diner on mars, viewing the sunset over red deserts and laughing as 
she slowly become invisible in the night sky. Perhaps they’d even be able to have some astro-






That Saturday afternoon, Callum arrived at the Crooked Creek at approximately 5 
o’clock, obeying the letter of the universal law for the commencement of drinking, if not its 
spirit. He held his conductor in his hand, gazing around at the dark room in its default state. It 
was charming, if not a little boring compared to its AR self. The walls weren’t adorned with 
much, a poster for some shitty beer here and a mirror there.  
Callum glanced at himself in one such mirror as he made his way over to the bar. He had 
taken the time earlier to shave his face, and to his dismay it had made his pale cheeks look a bit 
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rounder. His face now held the shape of a pear more so than the upside down teardrop he would 
have preferred.  
He thought his hair looked nice. He had taken a bit of mousse (some purple bottle with 
flowers on it, it worked wonders) and pulled the sides of his hair up into a kind of curly ginger 
coif. He had the urge to agonize over every stand that fell at an odd angle when his head wasn’t 
kept perfectly level and balanced, however he fought it.  
After all, it couldn’t look too structured. Too much structure was unattractive, the sign of 
compensation and insecurity. His same balanced use of structure was applied to his outfit: a 
brown suede bomber with a white band collar shirt on underneath, black cotton pants, black 
boots. The boots were slim and contoured, giving him a slightly rugged air (rugged in the sense 
that he had used an autocar to explore every nook and cranny of the great southern outdoors). 
The jacket was one of the more expensive things he owned, a gift from his grandfather. “You 
can’t expect a nice lady to come back with you if she doesn’t like the way you look in the real 
world,” he had said. Callum had thought it was uncomfortable at the time.  
Now it was his savior. It was the key to the whole thing. Without it he was masculine but 
boring, with it, refined. It was the epitome of trying very hard at not trying.  
He thought it was the most balanced way for her to see him. He had made his intentions 
clear to Frankie, Jacob and Rachel, and all of them had given conflicting advice.  
Frankie had recommended wowing her, both in VR and default. Keep whatever spooky 
glamour had enchanted her at the Verge for his alternate reality outfit, and in default wear 
something that was very dark and alluring to match. He had recommended black mixed latex and 
makeup, or red leather and something see-through underneath.  
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Not quite wanting to look like a default prostitute, he had reached out to Jacob and 
Rachel for equally unhelpful advice. Jacob had recommended going nude, letting Callum’s 
“natural pheromones and charm” do the heavy lifting. Amidst “Meows!” and other squawks, 
Rachel on a call had given him the time honored uninformative strategy of “just be yourself.”  
Yourself was just as variable as the amount of items in your closet. Callum had thought 
again and again about just remaining in AR like she probably would be, if she were to show up.  
But he couldn’t. Every time he put the conductor back on his head, his skull began to 
vibrate with an intense buzzing discomfort that he couldn’t quite articulate to anyone. His eyes 
watered more than usual after the conductor updated his vision, almost as if they had decided to 
grow some stuck up snobbish preference about the sights they allowed into his brain. They 
wanted to go on a default diet.  
He looked around the bar as he walked towards the bartender. There was currently only 
one patron around, sitting in the booth closest to the bar on its right side. He had a conductor on 
his head and several glasses around him at the table. He was older and chubbier, with a balding 
head, a blonde walrus mustache, and tiny circular glasses that made him look like an old 
professor.  
He was crying. His body was angled to face the wall, clearly disturbed at the fact that 
Callum was there to witness him. He wasn’t making much noise, but his face was puffy and red, 
and Callum could see the glistening tears he rubbed off on his index finger, even in the dark.  
Callum brought up his conductor and placed it on his head. Switching it on, tears flooded 
his own eyes, and his vision blurred as the world erupted into the sylvan paradise it was in 
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Alternate reality. The bartender and the sad patron both turn to him and took in sharp breaths, 
taken off guard by the sudden appearance of Callum’s skin.  
Upon Frankie’s advice, it was the same exact skin that he had been wearing at the Verge. 
It made the most sense, considering it was the only way she would recognize him. However it 
didn’t fit in that well at a bar. The ruffles of his black dress weighed down on his feet as they 
brushed the newly wooden floor.  
Callum looked at the sad patron. He was a Greek God in AR. No, an angel. He had a 
perfectly sculpted body and short and curly blonde hair. He was wearing tan pants without a 
shirt, and he had two magnificent white wings that tucked themselves tightly behind his back. 
His tears in AR were electric blue, carving rivers down his pale angular face.  
Callum couldn’t remember the last time he had seen someone actually crying modified 
tears.  
He turned to the bartender, who in AR was just a jazzed up version of his default. He had 
black hair that was combed back and a large black beard, although in AR it seemed to be made 
of golden glitter. He wore a similarly golden vest over a black collared shirt, and his arms were 
covered in moving black ink tattoos. A ship on his forearm was bobbing up and down on navy-
black waves.  
Callum quickly took his conductor off and set it down on the bar.  
“You’re not one of those people who flashes bizarre skins as a prank, are you?” the 
bartender said. His voice was rough, and it made him seem considerably older than he looked.  
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“No, sorry,” Callum replied, “It’s a long story, I’ll be in default. Just want to see what 
people are wearing, you know?”  
He turned to look at the man in the booth. He was once again facing the wall, adamantly 
looking at something on his phone.  
“Sure,” the bartender said, “Can I see some ID?”  
Callum handed the man his card. The bartender held it in his left hand while jabbing at 
invisible menus in the right, clearly using some kind of software to scan it.  
“Thank you, what can I get you?”  
“Whiskey, please.”  
The bartender pressed a glass into a machine underneath the bar that dropped a single 
spherical piece of ice into it. The ice purposefully took up most of the glass, and the bartender 
then shoved the glass into something else under the bar and it came out filled with whiskey.  
“Would you like to open up a tab?”  
“Sure,” Callum replied, reaching down with his phone and establishing a payment 
connection to the bar. Afterwards he picked up his drink and walked over to the booth tucked in 
the corner directly to the front door.  
The benefit: he could view everyone who came into their bar and check out their skin 
with his conductor before they would ever see him. The cost: he was directly facing the sad guy.  
The sad guy continued to stare down at his phone, tears now reduced to occasional 
sniffles. It made Callum feel like shit to be similarly waiting in a bar in the early afternoon. He 
was sure she wouldn’t wander in this early, if she was going to at all. But as he had been 
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debating when to head to the bar to wait for her, he was continuously gripped by a fear that he 
would just miss her if he went to late. 9:30 had become 9:20, then 9, then 8:30, all the way down 
to 5.  
She hadn’t messaged him; she hadn’t even added him as any kind of contact. It had been 
a little under a week. He had felt childish and stupid as he had done a local search for every kind 
of username that involved “Galaxy, Star, Nova” and hadn’t found her. Or rather, he wasn’t sure 
if he found her. He had quickly realized from profile images that a lot of people had similar 
skins. He had seen three or four girls that looked a lot like her, but something was off. Some 
galaxy was misaligned, or they were too orange, or their hair was too short.  
He had sent several desperate messages to acquaintances, asking if they knew anyone like 
her. He had even dared to send something out to Natalie, who had simply responded: “No?” 
The question mark had seemed cruel. Fair, justified, but cruel.  
As he sipped the bitter whiskey, he thought about putting up flyers. Clubs did it all the 
time, every walk on campus was ruined by some poster floating in the air holding the details of 
some organization or event. Could he post pictures of her face at the bar and at some places 
around campus asking if anyone had seen her?  
Could he straddle that line between acting like serial killer and deeply and wonderfully 
romantic?  
He thought about her poking his stupid eye in the middle of his forehead. How much heat 
such a little finger had carried; not enough to be feverish, but enough to warm him all the same.  
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As a couple hours rolled by Callum began to feel less and less romantic. Various patrons 
filed into the bar, all wearing feathers, fur, satins or latex but not stars. The humming of their 
various conversations in addition to brief outbursts of laughter seemed to chant the truth to 
Callum from every direction.  
She isn’t coming.  
Callum felt a knot forming in his throat. He took in a deep breath, and when he blew it 
out he felt moisture brimming at his eyelids.  
Stupid.  
The word bounced around inside his skull, smacking against his brain over and over. It 
was stupid to have gotten his hopes up. In thinking of her as much as he did, he had violated one 
of the many arbitrary rules he had set for himself. “If you meet in VR first, it’s not serious.” He 
could have met anyone at the Verge. She could have been a hacker, a pervert, a catfish.  
Callum looked angrily over at the “angel.” He had had the decency to stop crying as more 
people had arrived, now simply tapping away on his phone and looking tired more than anything 
else.  
Callum then stared back down at his second glass, now empty like the first. He didn’t 
have the money or desire to get drunk; he was sipping slowly so that he always had a drink he 
was working on in hand whenever anyone looked over at him.  
He remembered how perfect her skin was, from a fashion stand point. One flawless 
concept from head to toe. No accessories, no one thing for her to take off, hell, she wasn’t even 
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wearing clothes. He hoped beyond everything that it was a simple texture-paint, and that she was 
using her default body structure.  
It had sounded like she was, at least in her voice. You would expect a walking cosmic 
mystery to have an aethereal voice, like the sultry voice that was a growing trend in music right 
now. The same voice that every mythical goddess had in an old sim, older and with a kind of 
self-echo, where it sounds like two people are speaking in harmony.  
But her voice was nasal, and she had the nose to match. Her shoulders had been slightly 
hunched forward, and she walked with a slight waddle, her feet pointed one or two degrees too 
far outward.  
She had been real. As real as you could get in a VR setting. She had dumped celestial 
paint over herself and had come as she was. At least, that’s how it had seemed.  
Callum stood up from his booth, folding his conductor and sliding it into his jacket. As 
soon as he gathered his glasses together a woman with a neon green mohawk and a leather biker 
jacket walked up to him.  
“Are you done with that booth?” she asked. The place had gotten a lot more crowded.  
“Yeah, go ahead,” Callum said, offering a polite smile.  
She turned her head to the left and nodded to some companions, another woman with 
neon pink hair and a bigger ugly dude whose skin was made out of scuffed metal.  
“Thank you! I like your skin by the way,”  
Callum grinned at her as she sat down.  
“Thanks.”  
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Callum brought the glasses to the bartender and left the bar.  
 
 
The next day, Callum was sitting at his desk at the library, watching the usernames of 
people filtering in and out of the library on a monitor. Frankie had come to keep him company 
for a couple minutes before some other engagement on campus, and while Callum was happy for 
the distraction, Frankie had an aggravatingly complicated way of both charming you and 
immediately overstaying his welcome.  
“Can I touch it?” Frankie said, looking closely at Larry. Or at least, looking at the height 
of an average human head above Larry. Callum’s conductor was giving him headaches, and so 
he couldn’t see Larry at all.  
“If you poke him, he’ll cycle between two responses that were statistically found to be 
the most disarming,” Callum said, “I think one of them is just ‘Please refrain from touching the 
staff.’”  
Frankie reached out and flicked the open air, his eyes widening at the virtual assistant’s 
response.  
“Jesus Christ,” Frankie said, “he’s creepy when he gets all serious.”  
Callum looked down at a small notification that had popped up on the monitor.  
Larry is having an altercation with a customer. Please assist.  
Callum confirmed his reception of the request.  
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“Stop bothering him or security will show up,” Callum said.  
Frankie turned to him. In default he was simply wearing a baby blue hoodie and grey 
sweatpants, with his black hair pulled up into a bun. His rose gold conductor clung to his head 
and made him look like aerobics royalty.  
“Isn’t that you?” he asked.  
“I don’t know, I might be,” Callum said, “believe it or not I’ve never had to defuse a fight 
in here before.”  
“That’s a shame, that would make the perfect online bio,” Frankie raised both his hands 
in a dramatic pose. “‘I have broken up a fight in a library.’ It makes you seem super masculine 
and tough but quirky and smart at the same time.”  
“I’m taking a break from V-dating at the moment,” Callum said, giving a wide eyed 
sarcastic smile.  
“It’s still giving you headaches?” Frankie asked, giving him a pouting lip.  
“Yeah, I was looking it up on my phone. Despite some weird circumstances, it only 
happens to people who are glitched and people who survive default suicides, which is just 
fantastic,” Callum replied.  
“Well, maybe we need to get you to a shrink,” Frankie said, “I’m doing just fine. I think I 
hooked up with someone later that night.”  
Callum was about to retort, but his phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see a 
single notification on the home screen.  
MissAndromeda has requested to connect.  
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Callum froze. He was delighted, but, that seemed to be naïve for some reason.  
“The girl I met just requested me,” he said. Frankie’s jaw dropped.  
“Wait, what? Who in God’s name messages a week later? Abort, Cal, she’s a murderer, 
confirmed.”  
“Shut up for a second,” Callum said. He unlocked his phone and accepted her request.  
After waiting for a moment, a message popped up.  
Was that you at the bar last night? In the suede jacket and red hair? 
“She saw me at the bar last night. Or… whoever this is, did,” Callum said, looking up at 
Frankie.  
“She didn’t say anything?” Frankie asked, “Well, it may be a love match, you both are 
hopeless. Oh, wait, you were in default weren’t you? Damn fool.”  
“Motherfucker, she recognized my default just fine,” Callum said. Then he remembered 
the girl in the neon.  
Yes, that was me! Callum replied, Were you the woman with the green mohawk and 
leather? 
No, she replied, I wasn’t in my usual skin. But I did see you. At least I thought that was 
you. Same bone structure around the face, just missing the weird facial hair and creepy bones.  
Callum grinned at that. It really was her. But his brow quickly furrowed again as he 
responded.  
Why didn’t you say anything?  
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She waited a bit before responding.  
I saw your conductor on the table. You were in default.  
“What is she saying? You can’t leave me hanging like this!” Frankie chimed in.  
“Shh!” Callum hissed.  
Yeah, he responded, I’ve been getting headaches from my conductor ever since the glitch. 
Is my default that ugly? 
No! she responded, Not at all! Not at all. I just… sorry. I was going through something 
weird. Would you, I don’t know, want to meet up? There are several nicer V-spots I know that 
are much more secure than the Verge.  
Callum felt a knot in his throat once again. He sighed, and then typed:  
I’d love to meet, but, it would have to be in default. I would totally meet you otherwise, 
but I can’t have a conductor on my head right now. It’s genuinely awful. If you’d rather not I 
understand.  
She didn’t respond for a while. Callum finally turned to update Frankie.  
“I asked her to meet me in default.”  
“A default first date,” Frankie repeated, shaking his head. “You are going to be posted 
about on a forum somewhere.”  
“Thanks for the support,” Callum replied.  
They waited for a couple more minutes, and she still hadn’t responded. Frankie left to 
take care of whatever he needed to. Another half an hour went by before she finally responded:  
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Ok, When and where?  
Callum took in a sharp breath, dropping his phone down at the desk and pacing. It was 
happening. It was only an agreement to one date, but it felt like the start of everything. Like he 
and this online stranger were the big bang. 
He laughed to himself, taking in a shaky breath and then clapping his hands and yelling 
“fuck yeah!” into the empty library lobby.  
Then he remembered that he actually had to set something up.  
Great! Is the Carolina Café all right? Tomorrow at 2 pm?   
It was a charming little coffee shop near his apartment, perfect for a first date. 
Established, fancy, it showed he had good taste but it was only coffee.  





Callum was waiting for her at the café. He had gotten there ten minutes early, wearing the 
same jacket he had worn to the bar the other night. He had been unsure about whether or not to 
order something before she arrived. Was it confident or cocky to get started without her?  
He had since decided to just wait for her, standing near the entrance. The place was 
actually very pretty in default, it had white walls and sky blue furniture that made the place feel 
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very open and elegant. In AR it was far more so; it usually placed itself on some Mediterranean 
cliff on a sunny day.  
Callum however was enjoying it in its default state. It had a good view of Gregory Street, 
Apostle Creek’s main street that housed most of its most attractive restaurants and businesses. 
Callum watched autocars that whizzed by on the road and people that strolled by on the 
sidewalks, most of them wearing conductors. One blonde woman had her hand slightly stretched 
out in front of her, holding the leash of an animal Callum couldn’t see.  
Just after 2 pm, the door to the café opened. Callum looked up smiling, and then quickly 
frowned.  
A skinnier white man had walked in, at least, he looked like a man. He was incredibly 
thin, with wavy blond hair that dropped to his shoulders and striking blue eyes. He had a large 
nose on his comparatively smaller face, and he was wearing a floral top and jeans and was 
carrying a brown bag.  
He wasn’t her. He was just another patron.  
But as he saw Callum, he smiled, and walked over to greet him.  
“Hi!” He said, looking Callum up and down. “I’m sorry, I know this is a little weird. I 
didn’t plan on meeting you in default so soon.”  
Callum was squinting at him. He had suspected something like this, but had hoped 
beyond anything that it wasn’t true.  
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“Well jeez, don’t look so grim. Is MY default that ugly?” he said, smiling at Callum. It 
wasn’t the same voice at all, but it was close. It was shrill and nasal, but not quite as feminine. 
Callum felt stupid. Male to Female voice changers were some of the easiest modifications to get.  
He wasn’t ugly at all, he just wasn’t her.  
“Yeah… I mean no!” Callum said, catching himself, “I’m sorry, I just wasn’t expecting 
this. I thought you were female.”  
They both turned as they heard the barista suck in a breath. She had obviously been 
listening to their conversation, as when they both gazed at her she looked down at her register’s 
screen and immediately started blushing.  
Callum felt ridiculous, standing next to this stranger by the door with the few patrons 
taking peeks at the both of them.  
“I have to pee,” the man said, “Let’s order our drinks really quick so I can go and do 
that.”  
Callum thought at first it was some desperate attempt to guarantee the date’s survival, but 
the look in the man’s eyes made it hard to believe. He probably just did have to pee and it was 
overriding his critical thinking. They both ordered frappuccinos with mocha. He went to the 
bathroom.  
Callum stood there, watching the barista make the drinks. She was older, with a boring 
brown ponytail and a gold conductor, wearing a black apron that had white smudges near where 
her hands fell.  
“Two mochas!” she called out, even though Callum was standing two feet away.  
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“Thank you,” Callum said, taking one drink in each hand.  
“I don’t mean to be rude, but,” she started as Callum locked eyes with her, “let me know 
if you need help getting out of the awkward date. I have all sorts of tricks I’ve learned to help 
people out like that.”  
“I don’t need help, thank you.” Callum said, turning to the tables just as the man emerged 
from the bathroom.  
They sat down together at one of the blue tables near the window. Callum sipped his 
drink, unsure of how to start. He noticed upon closer inspection that the man had put a bit of 
makeup on. His lip was slightly glossier, and his face had a more even tone. Perhaps that’s why 
he had taken so long in the bathroom.  
“Well,” the man started, “hello! I’m miss Andromeda.”  
“You are,” Callum said, “You do sound like her,”  
“Well that’s good!” he said, “I’m not using too much of a modifier.”  
“What’s your real name?” Callum asked.  
The man frowned.  
“My default name is Kyle.” 
“Gotcha,” Callum said, “You’d prefer it if I called you Andromeda?”  
“If you don’t mind!” he replied, “I’m not a huge fan of my default, if that’s not already 
painstakingly obvious.”  
Callum smiled at that. “I suppose I’m not, either.”  
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“That explains the satanic witch cosplay the other night,” Andromeda said, “which I 
really liked, by the way. I was hoping to get to see it again.”  
“Well, thank you,” Callum said, “it was a spur of the moment thing, but, I threw it 
together well.”  
“That you did,” Andromeda replied, “So, dog or cat person?”  
Callum squinted at her. “What?” he replied.  
“Simple question,” Andromeda said, “the one I always start with. It’s important to me.”  
“Uh, dog,” Callum replied.  
“Damn it,” Andromeda said, rolling her eyes and crossing her arms, “I have three cats 
and I’m allergic to dogs.” 
Callum didn’t even know what to say to that.  
“Oh, shit,” Callum said, “I mean, I don’t hate cats.”  
“Great start,” she said, grinning at him. “What’s your favorite food?”  
“Honestly?” Callum said, “a decent bacon cheeseburger. Good meat, good cheese, good 
bread.”  
“I can get behind that,” Andromeda replied, “mine is steak. Rare.”  
“I never would have guessed that,” Callum said. 
Andromeda shrugged. “Appearances can be deceiving.” As she said the last word, her 
face grew a bit more serious. “Look, I know I wasn’t what you were expecting. I had hoped to 
break it to you later, after we really got to know each other as ourselves.”  
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“Yeah,” Callum said, “I mean, no offense at all, I was just looking for… I don’t even 
know.”  
“Oh, it isn’t offensive,” Andromeda said, offering a smirk. “I love me. I will whether or 
not you choose to. But, to give you a shot, am I really not what you were looking for? You can 
say it if you’re looking for a woman in default.”  
“I suppose I was,” Callum said, “It’s not that I only prefer women. I guess I just thought 
who I met was you. I mean, really you. Just with a…”  
Andromeda’s eyebrow was raised at him.  
“I did meet you. I did,” Callum said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry, this is 
frustrating, and I know it isn’t sexy.”  
“No. But it’s very entertaining,” Andromeda responded, “It’s just looks for you, then?”  
“No,” Callum said, “I mean I thought your skin was unbelievably beautiful. Your words 
and personality were what drew me in.”  
“Sweet!” Andromeda said, “Then we’re in business! My true self won you over.”  
“It really should be that simple,” Callum responded.  
“But it isn’t?” Andromeda said.  
“No,” Callum replied, “sadly, no. I don’t know what my problem is. I guess I wanted to 
meet you in VR and then have something real…sorry… something in default, at the end of the 
day.”  
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“It’s really ok,” Andromeda said, looking down at her nails. They were painted a pastel 
pink. “You don’t have to come up with excuses for why you’re disappointed. Attraction is a gut 
thing. And it’s also a visual thing.”  
“You’re right. I don’t want to waste your time,” Callum said, “it might have been better 
in VR. But VR gives me headaches now. I can’t really explain why. I hope I can enjoy it 
someday again, but right now, I can’t.”  
“I hate that for you,” Andromeda said, standing up, “that glitch was really awful. But this 
wasn’t a waste at all. I’m glad I met you.”  
“I’m glad I met you too.” Callum said.  
After exchanging a pleasant, but still awkward goodbye, Callum watched as Andromeda 
left down the street, her blonde hair lifting ever so slightly with the breeze.  
Callum began to cry. The first two tears made him feel like a kindergartner, which made 
him cry a bit more. He sucked down the rest of his drinks and took some deep breaths, peering 





Callum finished packing his bag. It was Vanguard University’s fall break, and he was 
going to meet up with Jacob, Rachel, Frankie, and all of Rachel’s animals in an extra extra large 
pet-friendly autocar in five minutes. They were all going to see Rachel’s family in Nashville, all 
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of whom were desperate to meet Rachel’s friends (and were so old fashioned that they wanted to 
meet them in person.)  
Frankie was mortified at first, but had since hyped himself up for the trip by looking up 
all of the Nashville clubs. He had already secured invitations to three of them, and had been 
begging Callum to go with him. Callum had brushed off the requests, hoping to just avoid them 
until he had to break Frankie’s heart.  
Jacob had been teasing him about Rachel’s cousin. She and Callum had met once when 
she visited Vanguard, and they had had an interaction Callum thought was just mutual politeness 
but Rachel thought was chemistry. Rachel had been talking about her up for two weeks, but the 
only problem was she lived in Charlotte and didn’t enjoy V-dating.  
“You could always have her scanned and give her skin to an AI,” Jacob said, “then you 
could send her letters by carrier pigeon. Everyone wins.”  
Despite everyone’s requests and teasing, Callum was excited for the trip.  
With everything packed but his conductor, he made his way to the door. He looked one 
last time in the mirror, brushing his hair out of his eyes and tucking up a couple loose strands. 
Smiling, he put the conductor down on the kitchen counter.  
A minute later when Jacob sent him a message, he left without it.  
A minute after that, he came back to his apartment, grabbed it, and then left again.  
 
 
 
